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Introduction 

that criticism of Shakespeare will alone 
be genial which is reverential Coleridge said 
in a lecture. And George Darley wrote to Allan 
Cunningham in 1835: 

How it would unglorify Shakespeare, and soil 
imagination, if he were brought down to the kennel 
in which real existence runs!’ 

Those opinions will serve to define something of 
the attitude towards Shakespeare wliich was held in 
^e period at which the previous collection of criticism 
in this series ended, and to stress the contrast with 
the present. The development from Coleridge’s style 
into the sentimental dithyramb of less brilliant men, 
in a time when the amount of Shakespearian criticism* 
hugely increased, and in which there was change in 
standards of scholarship but little in those of criticism 
IS not traced in this book, which is a collection made 
from writers since the War. 

Tile picture of an extremely self-occupied Sliake- 
peare, boldly rebuking his characters for faults which 
lie thereby corrects in himself, and checking his own 
over-rapid growth, which is found in Dowden’s criti- 
cism, is a httle ridiculous to us. Alien, also, is Pater’s 
moral approach, holding that poetry is to help us to 
m^ake finer appreciauons’; and so is the practice of 
character-extraction, brilliantly though it has been 
done in this century by A. C. Bradley. For one of the 
chief cntical maxims of the day is that nothing must 

‘east of all in the 

case of Shakespeare. Darley was perhaps saying that 
very thing m the passage quoted above, but^ we dis- 
agree as to the nature of the context. Poetry is not to 
be treated as religion, nor a poet as a pSlosopher- 
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Coleridge’s reverence for Shakespeare’s ‘philosophical 
mind’ has been countered by Mr. Shaw’s ribald re- 
marks on the conventional morality of that mind, such 
as his comment on Orlando’s ‘If ever been where bells 
have knolled to church’: ‘How perfecdy die atmo- 
sphere of the rented pew is caught in this incredible 
line!’ 

Shakespeare’s context as it is now seen is the theatre, 
and England under Elizabeth. This would seem to 
imply a Crocean aesthetic which considers the medium 
in which the artist works as the essential shape of his 
thought, dirough which alone it has existence; as 
opposed to the aesdietic which Carlyle expressed — 
'Disjecta membra are all that we find of any Poet’, 
where the medium is only an imperfect vessel for the 
thought. A passage from Mr. Eliot’s The Use of 
Poetry . . . may illustrate this: ‘^poetry is a form of 
“communication”, yet that which is to be communi- 
cated is the poem itself, and only incidentally the 
experience and the thought which ha%e gone into it-’ 
And it is always true, he writes elsewhere, to say that 
form and content are die same, and always true to say 
that they are different. Perhaps the case in which they 
are not the same for the reader is when a clumsy or 
obscure expression leaves him to find a content which 
may be difl'erent from what the words are really saying, 
or to add something to what they say. But at any rate 
the two are inevitably separated for the purpose of 
criticism, and the stress on context mentioned above 
has led to an increased study of the way a poet wrote, 
so often before neglected for what he wrote about. 

The scholarship which is allied to this is the particu- 
lar emphasis of diis age. It existed before : for instance 
Johnson, writingofdiesupematural \n Macbeth,s:x\d In 
order to make a true estimate of the abilities and merit 
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of a writer, it is always necessary to examine the genius 
of his age and the opinions of his contemporaries’. But 
Johnson acknowledged that he excelled in pointing 
out what he ought to have done and in explaining why 
he had not done it. And most often the functions of 
the scholar and tlie critic were divided in activity, even 
when they existed in one mind. TTiey have now come 
nearer to each other, even though exploration is so 
higlily specialized, though Shakespeare’s images are 
card-indexed and his texts purged. Where knowled<i'e 
is ordered and centralized, each writer of any worth 
may use it as a foundation; it is a State socialism rather 
than a monarchy. But it has not abolished hobby- 
horses; it has produced many fantastic theses, which 
would argue Shakespeare into being the ‘ally of the 
ministers of Elizabeth and James’, make The Tempest 
an allegory of tlie old rites of initiation, and the Scot- 
tish succession the concern of Hamlet. 


The change in attitude was defined by Sir Walter 
Raleigh in Shakespeare, published in 1909. ‘Our sin’, 
he said, ‘is not indifference, but superstition. . . , His 
poetry has been used like wedding-cake, not to eat 
but to dream upon ... Let us make an end of this, and 
do justice to Shakespeare the craftsman.’ 

Certainly Shakespeare the craftsman has been reco"-- 
nized, as is shown here: his craft of the tlieatre by the 

r G^-^^ville-Barker, with the discoveries 

of Mr. W. J. Lawrence and Sir Edmund Chambers as 
Its scholastic roots; his poetic craft in various ways by 
vanous investigators. Scientific study of texts, sources 

'^possible to represent by extracts! 
l^st of all m a volume of mainly critical essays. But 

^on^bination of science and inspiration in 
^holarship is relevant, as set out in Mr. W. W. Greg’s 
rrmciples of Emendation. ... ® 
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The more general criticism here needs no comment; 
it is in the tradition of English literature, which has not 
agreed with Warton that ‘general criticism is on all 
subjects useless and unentertaining’. For if criticism 
tends, like philosophy, to reconcile us with our nature 
by increasing self-knowledge, and by the actual process 
to give pleasure, thisis best accomplished in those flashes 
which make the principles of tilings known, as when 
Johnson shows the w’hole scope of one of the Unities: 
‘Time is, of all modes of existence, most obsequious to 
the imagination.’ This gets its effect by tlie imperious- 
ness of language, especially in the power of the unex- 
pected '}/ordobsetjuious. And it can be objected that this 
is the right of poetry and emotion-stirring prose, not of 
criticism. But what moves us is not necessarily an in- 
exact statement of fact; it simply enforces itself by 
appealing to the senses as well as to the mind, as do 
the great axioms of St. Thomas Aquinas. 

In such infrequent sayings as Johnson’s, attitude and 
critical classification count for nothing in particular. 
It is, in any case, by the application to criticism of a 
mind where, in Coleridge’s phrase, ‘truth has become 
domesticated into power’, rather than by the unchange- 
able truth of the conclusions reached, that our under- 
standing isenlargcd. .Most steadily, also, it is by general 
truths rather than by particular interpretations: Brad- 
ley’s general analysis of Shakespearian tragedy will 
not vary its value according as critical standards vary, 
where his analysis of the plays often will. 

In criticism, while the histories and generalixations 
record revolutionary changes of attitude, the phrases 
of the great critics remain to refute them. Johnson s 
remarks on emendatory criticism are in accord with the 
modem essay here reprinted ; refuting those who called 
it a dull, undistinguished activity, he said it demanded 
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more than humanity possessed, and the first requisite 
was that intuition by which tlie poet’s intention is 
immediately discovered’. Again, he foreshadows in 
a narrower and verbal sense Mr. Eliot’s theory of the 
behaviour in a crisis of Shakespeare’s heroes: ‘His 
persons, however distressed, have a conceit left them 
in their misery, a miserable conceit/ He was concerned 
with the same problem of wasted energy in criticism, 
deploring the discovery of trivial likenesses to other 
writers in Shakespeare, as used to prove what he did 
or did not read ; and disposing of a type of commen- 
tator which we still have— ‘Upton, who did not easily 
miss what he desired to find’. Coleridge had stated 
that ideal identity of form and content spoken of 
above: the infallible test of a blameless style: namely 
Its untranslatableness in words of the same language 
without injury to the meaning.’ And Coleridgelt liis 
most enthusiastic did not exceed Dryden’s jusT praise: 

bhakespeare, who has many times written better than 
any poet in any language.’ 

It may seem that a volume of modern Shakespeare 
cnucism ought to begin at least with Raleigh, even if 
Bradley were excluded. But because of difficulties 
with copyright this was not possible. The book 
accordingly, keeps to the time since the War, even 
Aough a writer such as Robertson may have done 
work before it. There are obvious omissions but 
only with good reason: Professor Dover Wilson 

there "S* *5ut this is because 

nn/u essay of his available. It was not 

po^ible to represent American criticism in a voLr^e 

scope, but Professor Stoll’s work has a neces- 

f k" ^ ^"Slish criticism. 

absolute v^whn '- “"not know 

absolutely what ,s important in the criticism of one^ 
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own age, any more than in its poetry. And it is hard 
to give even a glance at an activity which swings the 
whole way between art and science. At least, however, 
this makes it possible to read good essays otherwise 
difficult or expensive to come by. 

Acknowledgements for permission to include copy- 
right material are due to Messrs. George Allen Sc 
Unwin for a chapter from The Problem of Hamlet 
by J. M. Robertson; to Mr. Edmund Blunden and 
Messrs. Jonathan Cape for Shakespeare' s Significances', 
to the Cambridge University Press for rwo chapters 
from E. E. Stoll’s Art and Artifice in Shakespeare; to 
Professor H. B. Charlton for ‘Romanticism in Shake- 
spearian Comedy’, reprinted from the Bulletin of the 
John Rylands Library; to Mr. T. S. Eliot and Messrs. 
Faber and Faber for Shakespeare and the Stoicism of 
Seneca; to Mr. H. Granville-Barker who has revised 
and rewritten the essay on ‘King Lear’ which appeared 
in Prefaces to Shakespeare (ist ser.) published by 
Messrs. Sidgwick & Jackson; to Mr. W. W. Greg and 
the President of the Briush Academy for Principles 
of Emendation in Shakespeare; to Dr. G. B. Harrison 
and the Editor of The Times Literary Supplement for 
‘Shakespeare’s Topical Significances’ ; to Professor 
L. L. Schiickingand Messrs. G. Harrap for the extract 
from Character Problems in Shakespeare s Plays; to 
Mr. J. Isaacs for ‘Shakespeare as Man of the Tlieatre 
from Shakespeare and the Theatre published by the 
Shakespeare Association; to Mr. G. Wilson Knight 
for ‘The Othello Music’ from The Wheel of Fire, 
and to Mr. J. Middleton Murry for ‘Metaphor 
from Countries of the Alind^ ii, both published by t le 
Oxford University Press; to Mr* G. Rylands, the 
Hogarth Press, and Messrs Harcourt Brace & Co. 
for rwo chapters from Words and Poetry; to 
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Dr, Caroline Spurgeon for Leading Alotives in the 
Imagery of Sh^espeare' s Tragedies', to Mr. Charles 
Williams and the Delegates of the Clarendon Press 
for Henry V and tlie extract from The Enelish 
Poetic Mind. 

ANNE BRADBY 
(ANNE RIDLER) 

1936 
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The Rt. Hon, J, M, Robertson 

(1856-1933) 

SHAKESPEARE’S WORK OF 
TRANSMUTATION' 


§ I. Old Action: New Psychosis 

I T remains to note how Shakespeare’s liandling has 
turned a Hamlet who was very little of a mystery 
into a Hamlet who is very much one. The first step in 
counter-sense, certainly, was taken by Kyd, when he 
combined the revelation by the Ghost with the mock- 
madness of the old story given him in Belleforest. In 
tliat, no Ghost is needed, the murder being known to 
all, though the traitorous brother (Fengon) persuades 
the people that he killed Hamblet’s father (Horven- 
dile) only in defence of Geruth, Hamblet’s motJier, 
who is secretly Fengon’s paramour. Hamblet’s mad- 
ness, accordingly, is assumed in the manner of tlie old 
myth of Brutus and David, to save his life, he feeling 
sure that otherwise Fengon will slay him. It is not 
pnmanly a matter of wild talk but of demented action 
though Hamblet proceeds to make ‘subtill answers’ 
which arouse Fengon’s suspicion, leading him to seek 
to entrap tlie youth by means of a ‘fair and beautiful 
woman ^d ‘certain courtiers’. Here we have the 
germs of Ophelia and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern- 
and in the foster-brother who puts Hamblet on his guard 
we have a hint of Horatio. Anotlier attempt is made by 
Fengon to entrap Hamblet in a talk with his mother, 
r T-r concealed beliind tlie hangings.* 

foresV^Thc h w Grammaticus; under a quill in BeUe- 

436 



2 


J. M. ROBERTSON: S H A K E S P E A R E ’ S 

and the counsellor is killed by Hamblet in the man- 
ner of the play, which here also follows the story. 
Before the slaying scene, however, Kyd had previously 
composed the play-within-the-play, which gratui- 
tously reveals to the King Hamlet’s ghost-given know- 
ledge of the murder — a fresh confusion of die old plot. 
In that, the killing of the courtier is followed by 
Hamblet’s dispatch to England; his counterfeiting of 
tfie letters, so as to doom the messengers, as in the 
play; and his manifold English adventures, which die 
play ignores. 

Whereas, then, the barbaric Hamblet shams madness 
to save his life, Kyd’s Hamlet, who shams madness 
after supematurally learning of a wholly secret murder, 
thereby begins at once to endanger his. Apprised by 
the Ghost, he had no occasion to alter his behaviour: 
it was his business to behave as before, the King having 
thus far no designs on him. And the play-within-the- 
play is another supererogation. Kyd loved to com- 
plicate his motives thus. In Arden he introduces items 
of sacrilege and avarice which are dramatically need- 
less, being motived only by the academic principle 
that he who suffers must have sinned; and he invents 
two wronged men, one of whom appears merely to 
curse, doing nothing further in the action. By thus con- 
fusing the original I famlet-plot through his favourite 
Ghost-motive, Kyd, led to retain the mock-madness by 
his success with the semi-madness of Jeronymo, pre- 
pared the divagation which Shakespeare so wonder- 
fully develops. The Ghost-warned Hamlet who shams 
madness to no purpose grows naturally into the Hamlet 
who unintelligibly swerves from revenge. 

That Kyd’s inconsistencies of construction thus in- 
here in Shakespeare’s play is a fact which cridcism 
must sooner or later face. Lowell, rightly arguing 
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I tliat if you deprive Hamlet of reason there is no truly 

i tragic motive left’, confuses his position by accepting 
the absurd pronouncement of early Victorian ‘experts’ 
that Hamlet really exhibits in perfection the symptoms 
of madness, and explains that ‘if such a man assumed 
madness, he would play his part perfectly’. Then he 
remembers that the assumed madness is ‘one of the 
few points in which Shakespeare keeps close to the old 
sto^’, and accordingly declares him to have done so 
With unerring judgment’. Hamlet, that is to say, 
shams madnps merely because he does not know what 
else to do: ‘the scheme of simulated insanity is pre- 
cisely the one he would have been likely to hit upon 
because it enabled him to follow his own bent, and to 
dnft with an apparent purpose’, and so forth. Then 
we are to believe that Shakespeare saw in the expedient 
of the barbarian of the story, a man of action abso- 
lutely, precisely what would be done by a man of 

exactly opposite structure. To such shifts does idol- 
atry conduct us. 

We shall ultimately do much more for Shakespeare’s 
honestly acknowledging that his Hamlet pre- 
tends madness because Kyd’s Hamlet did so before; 
and that m ¥^’6 s Hamlet the device is put out of 
joint, first by Kyd’s own further device of the Ghost’s 
revel^ion which cancels the prudential motive of the 
saga Hamblet, making Hamlet on the contrar^ a^once 
arouse the King s suspicion; and secondly b^ the de- 
but a mad P’^y-whhin-the-play, whicl/is LySifng 
but a madman s plan, though Jeronymo gave the nre^ 

cedent In a word, Hamlet’s mock-madnfssTs nowlt 

true, and precisely what was most natural for him to \ 
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do, and, accordingly, precisely what Shakespeare 
meant that he should do’. Nyhat Voltaire really said* 
was that ‘pour ne pas donner d’ombrages ti Gertrude, 
il contrefait le fou pendant toute la piece’ — a jest which 
incidentally suggests a better motive for Hamlet’s 
mock-madness than any given by the idolaters- As 
criticism, Voltaire’s fling is perfectly just; and, like 
some of his other flings, it is to be met, not by brazen- 
I ing things out, but by granting that Shakespeare did at 
\ times make himself answerable for odier men’s artistic 
\sins.* He did so when, essaying his immortal task of 
transmuting the crude play of Kyd into a dramatic 
marvel, he retained all the arcliaic machinery while 
transfiguring all the characters. A marvel his tour de 
force remains; but no jugglery can do away with the 
fact that the construction is incoherent, and tlie hero 
perforce an enigma, the snare of idolatrous criticism. 

It is of no avail to plead, as Mr. Widgery so elo- 
quently does after Werder, tliat Hamlet in the play has , 
an insuperably difficult task, seeing that he cannot J 
prove the King’s guilt by citing the testimony of ^ 
ghost. Why did he not at the outset tell both Horatio 
and Marcellus what the Ghost had told him? They 
would have believed, and been believed, readily 
enough. Given a Ghost who is credited by the audienccy 
why should he not be credited by the characters? 
When, again, the King rushes away in confusion from 
the play it is surely idle to argue, as does Mr. Wid^ry, 
that Hamlet has failed in his object because the King 
does not speak. Is not his confusion a sufficient proo 

• Lettre a messieurs Jel’aeaJ^miefranfaise, 15 aupuste, * 7 ^- 

^ E.g. the scene between Henry and CatJicrine in Htnry r , 
which Voltaire contemned. .Most of his attacks on Shakespeare 
turn on real blemishes, and they arc bracketed with very high 
praise. The sin of his criticism is its want of final balance. 
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of his guilt ? To say that the courtiers do not so recog- 
nize it is to argue in a circle. Shakespeare would never 
have planned a play on such lines and with such a 
thesis, any more than he would have invented the 

prayer-scene and the motive that there witliholds 
Hamlet. 

All these devices, once more, are but the machinery 
of Kyd, adapting a barbaric story in which the bar- 
barian must delay his revenge because he is only one 
against a powerful chief whom the people lieartily 
support, believing him to have saved the youili’s 
mother from her husband’s violence. It all goes back, 
possibly, to a sun myth; but the barbaric tale is fairly 
coherent* Kyd needed a tale of delayed vengeance, 
and for him, though he makes Hamlet indirectly accuse 
himself in the closet-scene with the Ghost,* there was 
no more mystery in Hamlet’s delay than there was in 
Jeronymo s, or in the halting and hindered movement 
of the action in Arden, with the baffled attempts, and 
the two reconciliations of the doomed man with his 
enemy. Kyd’s tragedy-method was not psychological 
or didacuc, with all his devotion to Seneca: it is one of 

protracted and long-baffled action; and he of necessity 

ekes out the time with incidents and expedients, es- 
pecially where, as in Hamlet, he has a plot full of 
delays given to his hand. ^ 

In the closet-scene in the First Quarto the Ghost 
wys nothing of an almost blunted purpose’; that is 
Shakespe^e s modification. Kyd has no such con- 
ception. His Hamlet says: 

Do you not come your tardy son to chide, 

1 hat I thus long have let revenge slip by .» 

wn.A of d.e Gh^t a, ^eLy ' supposed 
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but the Ghost replies only: 

Hamlet, I once again appear to thee 
To put thee in remembrance of my death- 
Do not neglect, nor long time put it off, — 

going on to urge him to comfort his mother. This is 
wholly in the spirit of the Spanish Tragedy., where the 
partly unavoidable and partly artificial delay of re- 
venge is the great preoccupation of the distracted 
Jeronymo, who delays in order to obtain a grand finale 
of slaughter by means of his play-within-the-play. He 
begins plotting immediately after the murder; 

Meanwhile, good Isabella, cease thy plaints, 

Or at the least dissemble them awhile: 

So shall we sooner find the practice out. 

(ll. V. 113.) 

When lie gets Bellimperia’s letter he is suspicious: 
Hieronimo, beware, — thou art betrayed. 

And to entrap thy life this train is laid. 

Advise thee, therefore, be not credulous. . . . 
Dear was the life of my beloved son. 

And of his death behoves me be reveng’d: 

Then hazard not thine own, Hieronimo, 

But live t’ effect thy resolution. 

I therefore will by circumstances try 
What I can gather to confirm this writ. . . . 

(ill. ii. 37-49-) 

He contemplates suicide and refrains; 

For if I hang or kill myself, let’s know 
Who will revenge Horatio’s murther then? 

He thinks of appealing to the King, but decides to ‘go 
by, go by’. He 

will revenge his [Horatio’s] dcatli. 

But how? not as the vulgar wits of men. 

With open but inevitable ills, 

As by a secret yet a certain mean. 
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Which under friendship will be cloaked best. 

^Vise men will Uikc their opportunity 
Closely and safely, fitting tilings to time; 

But in extremes advantage hath no time; 

And therefore all times fit not for revenge. 

Thus therefore will I rest me in unrest, 

Dissembling quiet in inquietncss — (lli. xiii.) 

and so on. Revenge, awaked from sleep by Andrea’s 
ghost (an item wliich has been mistakenly ridiculed), 
replies: 

Sufiiceth thee that poor Hleronimo 
Cannot forget his son Horatio, 

Nor dies Revenge although he sleep awhile. 

(in. xii.) 

Bellimperia bitterly reproaches Hieronimo for his 
delay, but he reassures her and plots on; Isabella, com- 
mitting suicide, denounces his negligence; but he is all 
the while at work. For Kyd, Hamlet was substantially 
in the same case; and in making the prince excuse him- 
self to the Ghost he is not implying tliat Hamlet has 
been really remiss. That is Shakespeare’s development 
of the situation. Professor Bradley subtly argues* that 
when the Ghost says 'Remember me’ he is touching 
not accidentally, on a faculty of forgetting known to 
him in Hamlet; but in all probability the touch came 
from Kyd. When Jeronymo says (in. vi. 103); 

This makes me to rtme/nber thec^ my son, 

he docs not mean that he had ever forgotten him. 


§ 2. The Infusion of Pessimism 

The vital dramatic difference, however, between 
Jeronymo ^d Hamlet was that while the audience 
saw and followed Jeronymo’s purpose, there was no 
very clear purpose in Kyd’s Hamlet to follow. The 

* Shakespearean Tragedy ^ p. lafi. 
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question, put to this day by the unsophisticated, ‘Why 
doesn’t he kill his uncle and live happy ever afterwards 
with Ophelia?’ was forestalled by Kyd only in so far 
as he offered the explanation given in the Brudermord, 
that the King is always surrounded by his guards. 
That explanation, given him in the old story, probably 
seemed to him sufficient. But he in effect partly quali- 
fied it when, multiplying his episodes after his manner, 
he staged the play-scene, which put the King on his 
guard, and then the prayer-scene. If meantime, as we 
have surmised, there had been going on an action in 
connexion with Fortinbras, Elizabethan audiences 
would be apt to be impatient. 

True, once more, there has been no great delay in 
all; indeed, save for the indefinite interval between 
Acts I and II there has been none at all! The play- 
scene is only a day after the arrival of the players; and 
on that night the action rushes on to the point of the 
decreeing of Hamlet’s voyage to England. After being 
convinced by the King’s behaviour, Hamlet has had 
but one chance to slay him ; and to stress that one recoil 
as the critics do is to pay a remarkable tribute to the 
‘time-devouring’ power of Shakespeare’s dramatiza- 
Ition. Hamlet, when all is said, is commonly con- 
demned on the strength of a single recoil from 
assassination, and that under circumstances in which, 
religion apart, any high-minded man would have re- 
coiled. To stab the King in the back while he knelt 
praying would have been truly a precious proof of 
‘resolution’ and ‘faculty for action’. But the fact re- 
mains that, as Shakespeare’s added soliloquies imply, 
the audiences, disregarding under the dramatic spell 
all questions of real time, fidgeted, without the modern 
critics to help them. They would have scouted the 
suggestion that a ghost was not a good witness; after 
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the convincing play-scene they would grow sus- 
picious; and after the prayer-scene many must have 
been moved to sarcasm, though doubtless Kyd’s edify- 
ing theology impressed some. The broad fact is that, 
time apart, Hamlet as it were wilfully delays in our 
play, while Jeronymo is constantly planning his com- 
prehensive vengeance and loses no clear opportunity, 
though he too is slow, to the extent of angering his 
wife and Bellimperia. 

Now, Sliakespeare’s handling of the play is above 
all things a masterly effort to hint a psychological 
solution of the acted mystery, while actually heighten- 
ing it by the self-accusing soliloquies. It is he who 
makes Hamlet keep the Ghost’s tale secret: in the 
Brudermord it is at once revealed to Horatio; and in 
our play we learn at the play-sccnc that it had been 
revealed in the interim. It is lie who stresses the 
Queen’s guilt, liC-re reverting to the original story as 
against the treatment indicated in the Brudermord, 
where the King makes no charge against his wife’ 
though Hamlet speaks doubtfully of her at the close! 
In die First Quarto we have the Ghost’s speech on the 
battlements from the text given in the Second; but in 
the closet-scene the Queen protests her absolute ignor- 
ance of the murder and pledges herself, in lines that 
^e ob^ously Kyd’s, to assist Hamlet against the King. 
Here Kyd follows the Belleforest story in which 
Geruth protests her innocence of the murder, sayinc 
nothing of other matters. In the Second Quarto these 
passages disappear, and though Hamlet docs not accuse 
the Queen of complicity in the murder, his tone is that 

Of one who has suffered tortures on die score of Iiis 
mother s degradation. 

This, if there be any is the new ground-note of 
Shakespeare s Hamlet. The guilt of a mother is an 
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almost intolerable motive for drama, but it had to be 
maintained and emphasized to supply a psychological 
solution, or rather a hint of one. The childlike sub- 
serviency of poor Ophelia tells to the same effect.* 
Utter sickness of heart, revealing itself in pessimism, 
is again and again dramatically obtruded as if to set us 
feeling that for a heart so crushed revenge is no remedy.^ 
And this implicit pessimism is Shakespeare's personal 
contribution: his verdict on the situation set out by 
the play.^ But the fact remains that he has not merely 
not been explicit — as he could not be — lie has left 
standing matter which conflicts with the solution of 
pessimism; he has exhibited Hamlet as roused to de- 
termination by the spectacle of the march of Foriinbras 
and declaring that he knows not wliy he has refrained; 

* Professor Bradley's gallant and brilliant defence of the ill- 
starred child does not alter her relation to the action. 

* Never that it is forbidden by religion. 

3 Over thirty years ago I put the thesis of Hamlet’s pessi- 
mism in an essay on Th« Upshot of Hamltt (i 880 * 1 ' since 
been independently put by several German writers who, how- 
ever, leave the issue at tliat. See Hermann Tiirck's Hamlet ein 
Genie (l888) and Das psycholof^ische Problem in der Hamlet- 
Traaodie (1890); also his polemic with Kuno Fisclicr over 
their respective originalities: Die Uebercinstimmung von Kuno 
Fischer's und Hermann Turck's Hamlet- Erklarung (1894); and 
Kuno Fischer's kritische Methode (1894). Both writers, as it 
liappencd, were repeating a British thesis. But Tiirck has the 
plirase: ‘Hamlet is tlic tragedy of idealism’ (.Hamlet einCentCy 
p. 17), partly endorsed by Professor Br:idley, p. 113. On the 
other hand, my proposition that Sliakcspeare imports a tempor- 
ary pessimism of his own into Hamlet's situation was partly 
anticipated by Rumclin in his Shake spearestudien (1866), P* 9 ^’j 
‘So war auch in Shakespeare die 1 lamlet-Natur nur ein Then 
seines Gemuthslebens.’ But he again was anticipated a century 
earlier by a British critic who far outwent his age in psycho- 
logical penetration: 'For wliat is Falstaff, what Lear, what 
Hamlet or Othello, but different modifications of Shakespeare s 
thouglit.*’ — Maurice Morgann, Essay on Falstaff (\ni)y P- I®- 
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and he has further exhibited him acting with abundant 
vigour in the sea episode, as he liad previously done in 
planning the Court play. Tliese displays of vigour, 
like the killing of Polonius, do not consist witli a pessi- 
mism so laming as to preclude revenge. And ilie 
ultimate fact is tliat Shakespeare could not make a 
psychologically or otherwise consistent play out of a 
plot which retained a strictly barbaric action while the 
liero was transformed into a supersubtle Elizabethan. 

§ 3. The Upshot 

If this be pronounced aspersive criticism, I have but 
to say that for me the play becomes only more wonder- 
ful when the manner of its evolution is realized. What 
Shakespeare could not do, no man could have done.. 
What he did remains a miracle of dramatic imagina- 
tion. In the place of one of the early and crude 
creations of Kyd, vigorous without verisimilitude,* 
outside of refined sympathy, he has projected a persona- 
lity wliich from the first line sets all our sympathies in 
a quick vibration, and so holds our minds and hearts 
that even the hero’s cruelties cannot alienate them. 
The triumph is achieved by sheer intensity of present- 
ment, absolute lifelikeness of utterance, a thrilling and 
convincing rightness of phrase and of feeling where 
wrong feeling is not part of the irremovable material. 
He who will may argue that Shakespeare should not 
have accepted intractable material. Let him tell us 
whether he would rather have been without Hamlet^ 
and whether he cannot see that the practical compul- 
sion to handle or retain intractable material underlies 
half a dozen of the Shakespeare plays as well as 

* Thi^ of cou^, does not apply to Ardtn, which is later 
psychologically very mudi superior to die Tragedy, tlioueh 
IitUe better in point of verse technique. 
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Hamlet — Timoriy Pericles, Cymheitne, Henry V, die 
fVinier's Tale, Measure for Measure, AlTs Well, to 
say nothing of otlier comedies. Till that is seen 
Shakespeare is not revealed. 

He was, as usual, adapting an old play for his com- 
pany, in the way of business. Its main features he had 
to preserve, else the public would miss what they 
looked for. Hamlet must retain its Ghost and its 
mock-madness no less than the real madness of 
Ophelia. To satisfy the poet as well as his cultured 
patrons the Prince must be made truly princely; and \ 
(every stroke to that end was an element of success. \ 
■ But the revenge of the refined Hamlet must be delayed 
as was that of the barbaric Hamblet, without the 
original reason; the old machinery must be retained, 
down to the prayer-scene; and so there emerged a 
puzzling and unexplained character in place of one 
analogous to the rudely and clearly outlined Jeronymo, 
never puzzling to anybody save the characters along- 
side him, who are not in his counsels as the audience are. 

Evolving a Hamlet of the highest mental lucidity, 
Shakespeare himself at one point accepted the infer- 
ence of an ‘almost blunted purpose’, a will that will not 
act when it should; and by a score of subtle strokes he 
tacitly suggests how a man may feel the barrenness of 
a revenge to which he is vowed. But this is only half 
of his composite Hamlet; the other is the presentment / 
of a man who can act witli lightning speed and force, / 
and will ‘make a ghost of him that lets me’. Of all the/ 
explanatory formulas that of Mackenzie, so little disV 
cussed, is the best.’ He posits an excess of sensibility 
which yields uncertain and divergent action — a spirit 
which recoils as uncontrollably from straightforward 

• The essay on Hamlet is not included in the collected edition 
of Mackenzie’s Miscellaneous Works, 3 vols. (1820). 
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killing as from another’s villany or unwortluness. 
With a difference, Professor Bradley pronounces that 
Hamlet ‘tries to find reasons for his delay in pursuing 
a design which excites his aversion’.' Such a concep- 
tion may as easily be read into Sliakespeare as that of 
psychic shock, or pessimism arising out of personal 
disillusionment. But it also is inadequate to the data. 
Hamlet thrusts through tlie arras without Itesitation, 
and shows no horror at liis deed. He has no scruple 
about sending his schoolfellows to their death on the 
bare surmise that they knew the contents of the King’s 
dispatch. A ‘sensibility’ which yields at once tliese 
results and an insuperable recoil from vengeance on 
a villain is not finally thinkable. In the words of Sal- 
vini, ‘A man like Hamlet has never existed, nor could 
exist.’* Tills, as we must admit in the conclusion, is 
not really an ultimate indictment of Shakespeare: but 
it is a necessary estoppel of certain theorists who turn 
an aesdietic suggestion into a false historic theorem. 

For it is idle to pretend that Shakespeare was deeply 
concerned to secure perfect artistic consistency. As an 
adaptor and reconstructor he worked wonders; but he 
had to let pass many incongruities in many plays. To 
those already noted we may add the retention of the 
Dumb Show in which, before tlie play, tlie murder is 
enacted even as it is after the speeches. As it is the 
action and not the speaking that upsets the King, he 
oughteither to have been upset by tlie Dumb Show or to 
have collected himself for the repetition.* Shakespeare 
at this point merely let stand what he found, as he let 
stand the episodes which we have seen to be ‘out of the 

* Shakespearean Tragedy^ p. xiS. 

» Art. ‘Salvini on Shakespeare’, by Helen Zimmcm, GentU- 
mans Afaga^tne^ February 1884. 

^ ThiB was commenced on a century ago* 
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Irame’. Whether or not by reason of the play being 
originally in two parts, it is full of fortuitous retarda- 
tions; and it is not surprising that in a recent revival 
the actor-manager dropped such matters as the advice 
to the players and Polonius’ advice to Laertes; even as 
the Reynaldo scene had been dropped long before. 

It is possible, indeed, to exaggerate the incongruities 
of the piece. Though Hamlet’s age is certainly a con- 
undrum Professor Bradley has perhaps made needless 
difficulty* as to Hamlet’s proposed return to Witten- 
berg. ‘Going back to school in Wittenberg’ does not 
necessarily mean that he has just come thence; and his 
reception of Horatio and Marccllus does not imply, as 
Professor Bradley says, that he and Horatio are sup- 
posed to have left Wittenberg ‘for Elsinore less than 
two months ago’. Hamlet may have left it years be- 
fore; and his ‘Horatio, or I do forget myself’, suggests 
long severance. As Professor Trench remarks, ‘the 
city’ may very well be Copenhagen, where Hamlet 
may have spent time after leaving Wittenberg. But 
there is real incongruity in his telling Horatio (iii. ii) 
how he has prized him ‘since my dear soul was mistress 
of her choice’, after greeting him with ‘Horatio, or 
I do forget myself’. Even Professor Trench, who 
assures us that Shakespeare is ‘regular and, orderly in 
his work with tlie regularity and order of a classical 
genius’,* and warns us that when we fail to understand 
it may be our own fault,-^ also declares^ that ‘when we 
fail to understand him [Shakespeare], it certainly is 
often his own fault’. 

It is most true, if we must say ‘fault’ in a case where 
the master is performing a miracle of transmutation, 

* In Note B on Hamlet in Shakespearean Tragedy. 

^ Shaktptcrst s Hamltt (i9i3)> p- 
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vitalizing, elevating, and irradiating a crude creation 
into a world’s wonder, and finally missing artistic con- 
sistency simply because consistency was absolutely 
excluded by the material. He leaves it possible for 
some (including Professor Trench) to think Hamlet 
more or less really mad. He indicates no totally ex- 
planatory formula because he could not: the play will 
not now go into any. In paying ourselves with saving 
formulas of Hamlet’s mystery we are but obscuring 
Shakespeare’s mystery, which is here finally so legible 
and so vividly interesting. Hamlet is only the more 
wonderful for being rightly ’understood’. When 
Furnivall indignantly rejected* the diesis of the 
Clarendon Press editors that the First Quarto in its 
construction is mainly the work of the earlier play- 
wright, he was but revealing the uncritical temper of 
the older Shakespeare-worship. Disregarding the real 
tests of diction and psychology, he was staking Shake- 
speare’s greatness on such positions as the invention 
of the idea of a play-within-the-play and the creation 
of such dialogue as Hamlet’s ‘chaff* with Polonius — 
work within the capacity of lesser men dian Kyd. The 
assailed editors had made a loyal induction from die 
documents; and Furnivall and Dowden, refusing to 
make it, were seeking for Shakespeare the wrong kind 
of credit, ^is real triumph was to turn a crude play 
into the masterpiece which he has left us. It is a per- 
fectly magnificent tour deforce and its ultimate aesthetic 
miscarriage is only the supreme illustration of die 
vulgar but ancient truth that an entirely sarisfactory 
silken purse cannot be constructed, even by a Shake- 
speare, out of a sow’s ear — if one can without in- 
decency apply that figure to a barbaric saga which 
ultimately yielded us Hamlet^ 

» Academy, August 7, 1880. 
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Aesthetically, it is improper. For, when all is said, 
the ‘pragmatic’ test is practically final for such a thing 
as a drama. Hamlet has ‘made good’; it has enor- 
mously overpassed tlie simple end of the playwright, 
to entertain. The miraculous puppetry of the actor- 
manager has kept millions at gaze for centuries now; 
and if Shakespeare could be recreated and asked why 
he managed here and there so oddly, he might witli an 
unanswerable effect open eyes of wonder and ask what 
should make us thus put his mechanism to the rack. 
‘Do you want an absolute' ^ lie might ask, ‘as a stage 
entertainment.^’ And though we might make play with 
Hamlet’s dictum about holding up a mirror to Nature, 
we should be met by the reminder that that, too, is part 
of the play\ and we should know that Shakespeare had 
non-suited us. 

And so he might silence us if we sought to debate 
with him on the character of lago, which in Professor 
Bradley’s fine dissection we almost feel to be drawn 
from life itself. ‘Did you mean to make a study of 
moral insanity.^’ we might ask him: ‘Is the formula of 
lago simply that he is at bottom the criminal type, 
crafty in will-worship and stupid in craft — a reversion 
to the ape or savage.^’ ‘Does diat really matter.^’ he 
might reply. ‘Has not the play sufficed to occupy in- 
telligent people.^ What matters it whether lago could 
or could not have really existed.^ Could Othello.^ 
Could Falstaff? For that matter, could any imagined 
person } What is fiction .^ . . . The play works. Would 
anything but lago serve to drive a tragedy that hinges 
on a handkerchief.^ If you tliink so, try another.’ And 
there an end. 

But the critical intellect, too, has its rights : its concern 
is simply conceptual truth; and as against — not Shake- 
speare but — those who formulate Ptolemaic schemes 
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of his works, its rights are absolute. The ‘purpose of 
playing is’ — well, not exactly what Hamlet-Shake- 
speare alleges! But the purpose of science is indisput- 
ably to know how tilings actually went; and it is time 
we had done with Ptolemaic methods, though the 
literary Ptolemaists liave included some remarkably 
able men, recalling the distinguished prototype, who 
was a very able man indeed. 



Caroline F. E. Spurgeon 

( 1 869—1942) 

LEADING MOTIVES IN THE IMAGERY OF 
SHAKESPEARE’S TRAGEDIES* 

I T has not, so far as I know, ever yet been noticed 
that recurrent images play a part in raising, de- 
veloping, sustaining, and repeating emotion in the 
tragedies, which is somewhat analogous to tlie action 
of a recurrent theme or ‘motif’ in a musical fugue or 
sonata, or in one of Wagner’s operas. 

Perhaps, however, a more exact analogy to the 
function of Shakespeare’s images in this respect is the 
unique work of another great artist, of the peculiar 
quality of which they constantly remind one, that is, 
Blake’s illustrations to his prophetic books. These are 
not, for the most part, illustrations in the ordinary 
sense of the term, the translation by the artist of some 
incident in the narrative into a visual picture; they are 
rather a running accompaniment to the words in an- 
other medium, sometimes symbolically emphasizing 
or interpreting certain aspects of the thought, some- 
times supplying frankly only decoration or atmo- 
sphere, sometimes grotesque and even repellent, vivid, 
strange, arresting, sometimes drawn with an almost 
unearthly beauty of form and colour. Thus, as the 
leapin«T tongues of flame which illuminate the pages ot 
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell show the visual form 
which Blake’s thought evoked in his mind, and sym- 
bolize for us the purity, the beauty, and the two-edged 
quality of life and danger in his words, so the recurrent 
images in Macbeth or Hamlet reveal the dominant 

^ Shakespeare Association Lecture (1930). 
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picture or sensation — and for Sliakespeare the two are 
identical — in terms of which he sees and feels the main 
problem or theme of the play, thus giving us an un- 
erring clue to the way he looked at it, as well as a 
direct glimpse into the W'orking of his mind and 
imagination. 

These dominating images are a characteristic of 
Shakespeare's work throughout, but whereas in the 
earlier plays they are often rather obvious and of set 
design, taken over in some cases with the story itself 
from a hint in the original narrative; in tlie later plays, 
and especially in tlie great tragedies, they are born of 
the emotions of the theme, and are, as in Macbcih^ 
subtle, complex, varied, but intensely vivid and reveal- 
ing; or as in Zeor, so constant and all-pervading as to 
be reiterated, not only in the word-pictures, but also 
in the single words themselves. 

Any reader, of course, must be aware of certain 
recurrent symbolic imagery in Shakespeare, such as 
that of a tree and its branches, and of planting, lopping, 
or rooting up, which runs through the English histori- 
cal plays; they are conscious of the imaginative effect 
of the animal imagery- in Zcar, or of the flash of ex- 
plosives in Romeo and Juliet ^ but it was not until the 
last few years, when in the course of an intensive study 
of Shakespeare’s imagery I had listed and classified 
and card-indexed and counted every image in everv 
play thrice over, that the actual facts as to these 
dominating pictures stared me in the face. 

I found that there is a certain range of images, and 
roughly a certain proportion of these, to be expected 
in every play, and that certain familiar categories, of 
nature, animals, and what one may call ‘everyday’ or 
domestic , easily come first. But in addition to this 
normal grouping, I have found, especially in the 
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tragedies, certain groups of images which, as it were, 
stick out in each particular play and immediately 
attract attention because they are peculiar either in 
subject or quantity, or both. 

These seem to form the floating image or images in 
Shakespeare’s mind called forth by that particular play, 
and I propose now, as briefly as possible, just to look 
at the tragedies from tlie point of view of these groups 
of images only. 

In Romeo and Juliet the beauty and ardour of young 
love is seen by Shakespeare as the irradiating glory of 
sunlight and starlight in a dark world. The dominat- 
ing image is Itght^ every form and manifestation of it; 
the sun, moon, stars, fire, lightning, the flash of gun- 
powder, and the reflected light of beauty and of love; 
while by contrast we have night, darkness, clouds, 
rain, mist, and smoke. 

Each of the lovers thinks of the other as light; 
Romeo’s overpowering impression when he first 
catches sight of Juliet on the fateful evening at the 
Capulets’ ball is seen in his exclamation, 

O, she doth teach the torches to bum bright! 

To Juliet, Romeo is ‘day in night’; to Romeo, Juliet 
is the sun rising from the east, and when they soar to 
love’s ecstasy, each alike pictures the other as stars in 
heaven, shedding such brightness as puts to shame the 
heavenly bodies themselves. 

The intensity of feeling in both lovers purges 
even the most highly affected and euphuistic con- 
ceits of their artificiality, and transforms them into 
the exquisite and passionate expression of love’s 
rhapsody. 

Thus Romeo plays with the old conceit that two 
of the fairest stars in heaven, having some business on 
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earth, have entreated Juliet’s eyes to take their place 
till they return, and he conjectures. 

What if licr eyes were there, they in her head? 

If so. 

The bri"litness of her cheek would shame those stars, 
As day-light doth a lamp: 

and then comes the rush of feeling, the overpowering 
realization and immortal expression of the transform- 
ing glory of love, 

her eyes in heaven 

Would through the airy region stream so bright 
That birds would sing and think it were not night. 

And Juliet, in her invocation to night, using an even 
more extravagant conceit such as Cowley or Cleve- 
land at his wildest never exceeded, transmutes it into 
the perfect and natural expression of a girl whose lover 
to her not only radiates light but is, indeed, very light 
itself: ° 

Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die. 

Take him and cut him out in little stars, 

And he will make the face of heaven so’fine, 

That all the world will be in love with night. 

And pay no worship to the garish sun. 

Love is described by Romeo, before he knows what it 
really is, as 


a smoke raised with the fume of sighs- 
Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes; 

and the messengers oflove are seen by Juliet, when she 
IS chafing under the nurse’s delay, as one of the most 
exquisite effects in nature, especially on the English hills 
m spring, of the swift, magical, transforming power of 
hg^; -love’s heralds’, she cries, ’should be thoughts 

aiv' T Tn 8'“*= '•>' ^un’s beams, 

Unving back shadows over louring hills/ 
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The irradiating quality of the beauty of love is noticed 
by both lovers; by Juliet in her first ecstasy, when she 
declares that lovers’ ‘own beauties’ are sufficient light 
for them to see by, and at the end by Romeo, when, 
thinking her dead, he gazes on her and cries 

her beauty makes 

This vault a feasting presence full of light. 

There can be no question, I think, that Shakespeare 
saw the story, in its swift and tragic beauty, as an 
almost blinding flash of light, suddenly ignited and as 
swiftly quenched. He quite deliberately compresses 
the action from over nine months to the almost in- 
credibly short period of five days; so that the lovers 
meet on Sunday, are wedded on Monday, part at dawn 
on Tuesday, and are reunited in death on the night of 
Thursday. The sensation of swiftness and brilliance, 
accompanied by danger and destruction, is accentuated 
again and again; by Juliet w'hen she avows their 
betrotlial 

is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden, 
Too like the lightning, which doth cease to be 
Ere one can say ‘It lightens’; 

and by Romeo and the Friar, who instinctively make 
repeated use of the image of the quick destructive flash 
of gunpow’der (in. iii. 103, 132; v. i. 63)- Indeed the 
Friar, in his well-known answer to Romeo’s prayer 
for instant marriage, succinctly, in the last nine words, 
sums up the whole movement of the play. 

These violent delights have violent ends. 

And in their triumph die; like fire and powder 
Which as they kiss consume. 

Even old Capulet, whom one does not think of as a 
poetical person, though he uses many images — some 
of great beauty — carries on the idea of light to repre- 
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sent love and youth and beauty, and of the clouding 
of the sun for grief and sorrow. He promises Paris 
that on the evening of the ball he shall see at his house 
Earth-treading stars that make dark heaven light, 

and when lie encounters Juliet weeping, as he thinks 
for her cousin Tybalt’s death, he clothes his comment 
in similar nature-imagety' of light quenched in darkness, 

When the sun sets, the air doth drizzle dew; 

But for the sunset of my brother’s son 
It rains downright. 

In addition to this more definite symbolic imagery 
we find that radiant light, sunshine, starlight, moon- 
beams, sunrise and sunset, the sparkle of fire, a meteor, 
candles, torches, quick-coming darkness, clouds, mist, 
rain, and night, form a pictorial background or run- 
ning accompaniment to the play, wliich augments un- 
consciously in us this same sensation. 

We meet it at once in the Prince’s description of tlie 
attitude of the rival houses 

That quench the fire of your pernicious rage 
With purple fountains issuing from your veins; 

and later, in the talk of Benvolio and Montagu about 
the rising sun, the dew, and clouds (i. i. 1 17-18, 130-6), 
followed by Romeo’s definition of love (i, i. 189- 
90), Capulet’s words just quoted, Benvolio’s riming 
proverb about fire (i. ii. 46), the talk of Romeo and 
Mercutio about torches, candles, lights, and lamps 
(i, iv. 35 - 4 S)> the flashing lights and torches of the 
ball, four times accentuated (i. v. 28, 45, 88, 126), 
Romeo’s conception of Juliet as a ‘bright angd’, ‘as 
glorious to tliis night’ ’ 

As is a winged messenger of heaven; 
the moonlight in the orchard, the sunrise Friar Law- 
rence watches from lus cell, the sun clearing from 
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heaven Romeo’s sighs (ii. iii. 73), the exquisite light 
and shadow swiftly chasing over Juliet’s words in the 
orchard (ii. v. 4-11), the ‘black fate’ of the day on 
which Mercutio was killed, the ‘fire-eyed fury’ which 
leads Romeo to challenge Tybalt, tlieir fight, to which 
they go ‘like lightning’, the sunset which Juliet so 
ardently desires to be swift ‘and bring in cloudy night 
immediately’, the exquisite play of quivering light 
from darkness through dawn, till 

jocund day 

Stands tip-toe on the misty mountain tops, 

which forms the theme of the lovers’ parting song; 
and at the last, Romeo’s anguished reply to Juliet, 
pointing the contrast between the coming day and 
their own great sorrow. 

More light and light: more dark and dark our woes! 

And then at the end we see the darkness of the 
churchyard, lit by the glittering torch of Paris, quickly 
quenched; Romeo’s arrival with his torch, the swift 
fight and death, the dark vault, which is not a grave 
but a lantern irradiated by Juliet’s beauty, Romeo’s 
grim jest on the ‘lightning before death’, followed im- 
mediately by die self-slaughter of the ‘star-crossed’ 
lovers, the gatliering together of the stricken mourners 
as the day breaks, and the ‘glooming’ peace of the 
overcast morning when 

The sun for sorrow will not show his head. 

Shakespeare’s extraordinary susceptibility to sug- 
gestion and readiness to borrow is well exemplified in 
this running imagery. He took the idea from the last 
place we should expect, from the wooden do^erel of 
Arthur Brooke, and the germ of it is in the sing-song 
line in which Brooke describes theatdtude of the lovers, 

For each of them to other is as to the world the sun. 
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Tlieir mutual feeling and the feud of the families is 
constantly referred to by Brooke as ‘fire’ or ‘flame’; 
in the beginning, he speaks of tlie feud as a ‘mighty 
fire’; the families ‘bathe in blood of smarting wounds’, 
and the Prince hopes he may ‘quench the sparks that 
burned witliin their breast’. These three images are 
combined and unified by Shakespeare in the two lines 
already quoted (i. i. 83—4). 

Other suggestions also come from Brooke, such as 
the emphasis on the bright light of the torches at the 
ball; and Romeo’s first sight of Juliet, which is a 
‘sudden kindled fire’; lier first impression of liim 
when he 

in her sight did seem to pass the rest as far 
As Pheebus’ shining beams do pass the brightness of a star; 

and his description in his first talk to her, of the 

quick sparks and glowing furious glead 
. . . from your beauty’s pleasant eyne, Love caused to 
proceed 

Which have so set on fire each feeling part of mine 
I’hat lo, my mind doth melt away, my outward parts do 
pine, 

which is transmuted to the delightful image of the 
stars wliich have changed places with her eyes (ii. ii. 
15-22). 

But although Shakespeare took the idea from his 
original it scarcely needs saying that, in taking it, he 
has transformed a few conventional and obvious 
similes of little poetic worth into a continuous and 
consistent running image of exquisite beauty, build- 
ing up a definite picture and atmosphere of brilliance 
swiftly quenched, which powerfully affects the ima- 
gination of tlie reader. 

7 In HamUt, naturally, we find ourselves in an entirely 
different atmosphere, and if we look closely we see 
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I this is partly due to the number of images of sickness, 
disease, or blemish of the body in the play, and we 
discover that the idea of an ulcer or tumour, as de- 
scriptive of the unwholesome condition of Denmark 
morally, is, on the whole, the dominating one. 

Hamlet speaks of his mother’s sin as a blister on the 
‘fair forehead of an innocent love’, and as in Zear, the 
emotion is so strong and die picture so vivid, that 
the metaphor overflows into the verbs and adjectives; 
heaven’s face, he tells her, is thought-sick at the act; 
her husband is a mildew'd ear, blasting his wholesome 
brother, and to liave married him her sense must be 
not only sickly but apoplex’d, and at the end of that 
terrific scene (iii. 4) he implores her not to soothe her- 
self with the belief that his father’s apparition is due 
to her son’s madness and not to her own guilt, for 
that 

will but skin and film the ulcerous place, 

Whiles rank corruption, mining all within. 

Infects unseen. 

So also, later, he compares the unnecessary fighting 
between Norway and Poland to a kind of tumour 
which grows out of too much prosperity. He sees the 
country and thCipeople in it alike in terms of a sick 
body needing medicine or the surgeon’s knife. When 
he surprises Claudius at his prayers, he exclaims 

This physic but prolongs thy sickly days, 

and he describes the action of conscience in the un- 
forgettable picture of the healthy, ruddy countenance 
turning pale with sickness (ill. i. 84). A mote in die 
eye, a ‘vicious mole’, a galled chilblain, a probed 
wound and purgation, are also among Hamlet’s im- 
ages; and the mind of Claudius runs equally on the 
same dieme. \ 
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/ When he hears of t!ie murder of Polonius he 
declares that his weakness in not sooner having had 
Hamlet shut up was comparable to the cowardly action 
of a man with a ‘foul disease’ who 

To keep it from divulging, let it feed 
Even on the pith of life; 

and later, when arranging to send Hamlet to England 
and to his death, he justifies it by the proverbial tag: 

diseases desperate grow 
By desperate appliance are relieved, 

Or not at all; 

and adjures the English king to carry out his behest, 
in the words of a fever patient seeking a sedati\-e. 

For like the licctic in my blood he rages. 

And thou must cure me. 

When working on Laertes so that he will easily 
fall in with the design for the fencing match, his speech 
is full of the same underlying thought of a body sick 
or ill at ease, 

goodness, growing to a plurisy, 

Dies in his ow'n too much, 

and finally, he sums up the essence of the position and 
its urgency with lightning vividness in a short medical 
phrase. 

But, to the quick o’ the ulcer; \ 
Hamlet comes back. ) 

In marked contrast to Zear, though bodily disease 
IS emphasized, bodily action and strain are little drawn 
upon; indeed, only in Hamlet’s great speech is it 
brought before us at all (lo be shot at with slings and 
arrows, to take arms against troubles and oodojc tliem 
w suffer shocks, m bear the lash of whips, and endure 
pangs, to grunt and sweat under burdens, and so on) 
and here, as in Lear, it serves to intensify the feeling 
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of mental anguish. In Hamlet^ however, anguish is 
not tile dominating thought, but rottenness^ disease, 
corruption, the result of dirt; the people are ‘muddied’. 
Thick and unwholesome in their tlioughts and whispers, 

and this corruption is, in the words of Claudius, ‘rank’ 
and ‘smells to lieaven’, so that the state of things in 
Denmark which shocks, paralyses, and finally over- 
whelms Hamlet, is as tlie foul tumour breaking in- 
wardly and poisoning the whole body, while showing 

no cause witiiout 
Why the man dies. 

Thus, to Shakespeare’s pictorial imagination, the prob- 
lem in Hamlet is not predominantly that of will and 
reason, of a mind too philosophic or a nature tempera- 
mentally unfitted to act quickly; he sees it pictorially, 
not as the problem of an individual at all, but as some- 
thing greater and even more mysterious, as ^condition 
for which tlie individual himself is apparently not 
responsible, any more than the sick man is to blame 
for the cancer which strikes and devours him, but 
which, nevertheless, in its course and development 
impartially and relentlessly annihilates him and others, 
innocent and guilty alike. That is the tragedy of 
Hamlet, as it is, perhaps, the chief tragic mystery of lif«^ 
It is hardly necessary to point out, in a play so wen 
known and of such rich imaginative quality, how the 
ugliness of the dominating image (disease, ulcer) is 
counteracted, and the whole lighted up by flashes of 
sheer beauty in the imagery; beauty of picture, of 
sound and association, more particularly in theclassiwi 
group and in the personifications. Thus the tragic, 
murky atmosphere of Hamlet’s interview with his 
motlicr, with its ever-repeated insistence on physical 
sickness and revolting disease, is illumined by the 


glow of his description of his fatlicr’s portrait, i!ie 
associations of beauty called up by Hyperion, Jove, 
and Mars, or the exquisite picture evoked by the con- 
templation of the grace of his father’s poise, 

like the herald Mercury 
New-lighted on a heaven-kissing lull. 

These beauties are specially noticeable in the many 
personifications, as when, with Horatio, we see 'the 
morn in russet mantle clad’, as she ‘walks o’er tlie 
dew of yon high eastward hill’, or with Hamlet watch 
Laertes leaping into Ophelia’s grave and ask 

whose phrase of sorrow 

Conjures the wandering stars and makes them stand 
Like wonder-wounded hearers? 

Peace, with her wheaten garland, Niobe all tears, 
Ophelia’s garments ‘heavy with their drink’, who pull 
her from her ‘melodious lay’ to muddy death, or the 
magnificent picture of the two sides of the Queen’s 
nature at war, as seen by the elder Hamlet, 

But look, amazement on thy mother sits: 

O, step between her and her fighting soul: 

tliese, and many more, are the unforgettable and 
radiant touches of beauty in a play which has, as 
images, much that is sombre and unpleasant. ) 
f Troilus and Hamlet are very closely connected in 
their imagery. Did we not know it for other reasons 
We could be sure from the similarity and continuity 
of symbolism in the two plays tliat they were written 
near togetlter, and at a time when the audior was 
suffering from a disillusionment, revulsion, and per- 
turbation of nature, such as we feel nowhere else with 
the same intensity. 

The same two groups of images run tlirough and 
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dominate both plays, disease and food; in Hamlet the 
first is predominant, and in Troilus the second. 

The main emotional theme in Troilus — passionate, 
idealistic love followed by disillusion and despair — 
is pictured with overwhelming vividness through 
physical taste; the exquisite anticipation by a sensitive 
palate of delicious food and wine, and the sick revolt 
and disgust on finding on one’s tongue only ‘greasy 
relics’ or rotting fruit. 

The disgust at woman’s wantonness seems to ex- 
press itself instinctively to Sliakespeare, especially in 
these two plays and in Antony, in terms of physical 
appetite and food. ‘Heaven and earth!’ cries Hamlet, 

she would hang on him. 

As if increase of appetite had grown 
By what it fed on: and yet, within a montii — 

Let me not think on't. 

So lust, says the elder Hamlet, ‘though to a radiant 
angel link’d’, will ‘prey on garbage’. 

Cleopatra, like Cressid, is thought of as a tempting 
and delicious piece of food, ‘a dish for the gods’; 

other women cloy 

The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry 
Where most she satisfies; 

and in moments of revulsion both alike become a cold 
and greasy remnant: ‘I found you’, says Antony, 

‘as a morsel cold upon 
Dead Caesar’s trencher.’ 

In like manner, before Troilus has been undeceived he 
thinks of his sweet love as 'food for fortune’s tooth’, 
and when the revulsion of disgust follows her treach- 
ery, he cries bitterly, 

The fractions of her faith, orts of her love. 

The fragments, scraps, the bits and greasy relics 
Of her o’er-eaten faith, are bound to Diomed. 
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In that amazing image of the anticipation of her love it 
is the sense of taste wliich comes naturally to Troilus’s 
lips as the means of expressing it: 

I am giddy; expectation whirls me round. 

The imaginary relish is so sweet 

That it enchants my sense; what will it be. 

When that the watery palates taste indeed 
Love’s tlirice reputed nectar.^ 

and it is an image drawn from the same sense, as 
applied to ‘the poor creature, small beer’, which 
Cressid uses when Pandarus urges her to moderate 
her emotion at the thought of parting from Troilus, 

liow can I moderate it? 

If I could temporise with my affection. 

Or brew it to a weak and colder palate, 

The like allaymcnt could I give my grief. 

Troilus, in the vivid, passionate speeches, the meta- 
phors of which tlirow so much light on his character 
(11. ii. 26—32, 37“5®> twice draws upon food to 

make his thought more clear. Thus, for instance, wlien 
he is fulminating against the prudent counsels of his 
brothers to let Helen go, based on reason, he uses a 
curious metaphor from a jugged or stuffed hare, which 
IS clearly an associative one. he scorns their timidity, 
3nd in true Shdkespesrean fashion he expresses the 
quality by tlie concrete example of the most timid 
ammal of the fields in England, turning it into an 
adjective; this, in turn, calls up the memory of the 
succulent dish still a favourite one with English 
country folk, and he applies the process of the larding 
and cooking of it (which he clearly knows well) to th% 
dulling of men s minds and the sapping of their fiery 
manhood with overmuch reason and caution: 

Nay, if we talk of reason, 
our gates and sleep; manhood and honour 


Let’s shut 
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Should have hare-hearts, would they but fat their thoughts 
With this cramm’d reason. 

And a little later, when he is again urging them to 
stand firm by honour, though it may not be tlie easiest 
way or suit them at the moment, he takes an example 
from ordinary, thrifty household management to 
illustrate this; 

nor the remainder viands 
We do not throw in unrespective sieve, 

Because we now are full. 

The force of this dominating symbol is so great that 
we find tliat fourteen of the characters make use of 
images of food, taste, or cooking, and tliat there are no 
less than forty-four such images in the play: seething, 
Slewing, mincing, baking, larding, stuffing, broiling, 
basting, brewing, frying, kneading, boiling, and stir- 
ring the ingredients for a pudding, are among die 
various kinds of cooking described or referred to, 
sometimes at considerable length, as in the metaphor 
on grinding the wheat, bolting, leavening, kneading, 
making the cake, heating the oven, baking, and cool- 
ing, carried on with expert knowledge by Pandarus 
and complete understanding by Troilus in the opening 
of the play (t. i. 14-26). 

A ‘crusty batch" (of bread), cheese served for a 
digestive, or mouse-eaten and dry, an addled egg, 
mincemeat seasoned with spice and salt and baked in 
a pie, porridge after meat, a dish of fool (stewed fruit 
crushed with cream), a fusty nut, a hard sailor's bis- 
cuit, fair fruit rotting untasted in an unwholesome 
dish, and greasy remnants of food are, in addition, all 
pressed into service; as are also hunger, appetite, 
ravenous eating, digestion, fasting, feeding, tasting, 
drinking up the lees and dregs of wine, tossing off a 
toast, sauce, flavouring, salt, sweet and sour. 
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Indeed, images of cooking seem so constantly with 
the speakers that they cannot refrain from using them 
even in the most far-fetched way; as when Pandarus 
describes how, when Helen was playing with Troilus, 
Queen Hecuba laughed so that her eyes ran o’er, and 
Cassandra laughed, to wltich Cressida quickly retorts. 

But there was more temperate fire under the pot of her 

eyes: did her eyes run o’er too? 

Or when Ulysses refers to Achilles as the proud lord 

That bastes his arrogance with his own seam [lard], 

and declares tliat if, as had been suggested, Ajax went 
to him, 

That were to enlard his fat-already pride. 

The imagery in Macbeth appears to me to be more 
rich and varied, more highly imaginative, more un- 
approachable by any other writer, than that of any 
other single play. It is particularly so, I think, in the 
continuous use made of the simplest, humblest, every- 
day things, drawn from the daily life in a cottage, as a 
vehicle for sublime poetry. But that is beside our point 
here. 

The ideas in the imagery are in themselves more 
imaginative, more subtle and complex than in other 
plays, and there are a greater number of them, inter- 
woven the one with the other, recurring and repeating. 
There are at least four of these main ideas and many 
subsidiary ones. 

One is the picture of Macbeth himself. 

Few simple things — harmless in themselves — have 
such a curiously humiliating and degrading effect as 
the spectacle of a small, ignoble man enveloped in a 
coat far too big for him. Comic actors know this 
Charlie Chaplin, for instance — and it is by means 
ot this homely picture tliat Shakespeare shows us his 
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imaginative view of the hero, and expresses the fact 
that the honours for which the murders were com- 
mitted are, after all, of very little worth to him. 

The idea constantly recurs that Macbeth’s new 
honours sit ill upon him, like a loose and badly htting 
garment belonging to some one else. Macbeth him- 
self first expresses it, quite early in the play, when, 
immediately following the first appearance of the 
witches and their prophecies, Ross arrives from the 
King and greets him as thane of Cawdor, to which 
Macbeth quickly replies. 

The thane of Cawdor lives: why do you dress me 
In borrow’d robes? 

And a few minutes later, when he is rapt in ambitious 
thoughts suggested by the confirmation of two out of 
the three ‘prophetic greetings’, Banquo, watching him, 
murmurs, 

New honours come upon him. 

Like our strange garments, cleave not to their mould 
But with the aid of use. 

When Duncan is safely in the castle, Macbeth’s better 
nature for a moment asserts itself and, in debate with 
himself, he revolts from the contemplated deed for 
a threefold reason: because of its incalculable results, 
the treachery of such action from one who is both 
kinsman and host, and Duncan’s own virtues and 
greatness as king. When his wife joins him his repug- 
nance to the deed is as great, but it is significant that 
he gives three quite different reasons for not going 
ahead with it, reasons which he hopes may appeal to 
her, for he knows the others would not. 

So he urges that he has been lately honoured by the 
king, people tliink well of him, and therefore he should 
reap the reward of these things at once, and not upset 
everything by this murder which they have planned. 
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There is irony in the fact tliat to express the position 
he uses the same metaphor of clothes; 

y- , . ^ I have bought 

Oolden opinions from all sorts of people. 

Which would be worn now in their newest gloss 
Not cast aside so soon. ’ 

To which Lady Macbeth retorts contemptuously, and 
quite unmoved: ^ 

the hope drunk I 
Wherein you dress’d yourself.^ / 

After the murder, when Ross says he is going to Scone 

for Macbeth s coronauon, Macduff uses the same 
Simile: 


Well, may you see things well done there: adieu! 

J-est our old robes sit easier than our new I 

And, at the end, when the tyrant is at bay at Dun- 
sinane and ^e English troops are advancing, the 
Scomsh lords snll have this image in their minds. 
Caithness sees him as a man vainly trying to fasten a 
garment on him with too small a belt: 

He cannot buckle his distemper’d cause 
Within the belt of rule; 

while Angus, in a similar image, vividlv sums iir» 

e^ence of what they all have Ln A.'nLgTver ^InL 
Macbeth’s accession to power, ^ 

now does he feel Ids tide 
Hang loose ^out him, like a giant’s robe 
Upon a dwarfish tliicf. 

This imaginative picture of a small, ignoble man 
som’e critL (nombV®cSwgVanT 
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Undoubtedly Macbeth is built on great lines and in 
heroic proportions, -with great possibilities — there 
could be no tragedy else. He is great, magnificently 
great, in courage, in passionate, indomitable ambition, 
in imagination and capacity to feel. But he could never 
be put beside, say Hamlet or Othello, in nobility of 
nature; and there is an aspect in which he is but a poor, 
vain, cruel, treacherous creature, snatching ruthlessly 
over the dead bodies of kinsman and friend at place 
and power he is utterly unfitted to possess. It is worth 
remembering that it is thus that Shakespeare, with his 
unshrinking clarity of vision, repeatedly secs him. 

Another image or idea which runs through Macbeth 
is the reverberation of sound eclioing over vast 
regions, even into the limitless spaces beyond the con- 
fines of the world. Echoing sound, as also reflected 
light, always interested Shakespeare; he is very quick 
to notice it, and in the earlier plays he records it ohen, 
quite simply and directly, as in the reverberating roll of 
drums in King John, the smack of Petruch.o s kiss re- 
sounding through the church, Juliet s delicate pictur 
of Echo with her airy tongue treating Romeo , 
Viola's assertion lliat if she were Ors.no she would 

make the . , . ^ t 

babbling gossip of the air 

Cry out ‘Olivia’! 

or her more fanciful remark to the Duke tliat the tune 

he likes , , 

gives a very echo to the scat 

Where love is throned. 

He soecially loves and describes repeatedly 
D^Juus, and the Skre.) the re-echo.ng sound of 

hounds and horn, « 

the musical confusion 

Of hounds and echo in conjunction; 
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its doubling and mocking quality attracts him, 

the babbling echo mocks the hounds 
Replying shrilly to the well-tuned horns, 

As if a double liunt were heard at once, 

and it is this quality which Warwick applies most 
appositely, when having been roused in the small 
hours to soothe the sleepless and fretful king he finally 
loses patience with Henry’s fears that the revolution- 
aries must be fifty diousand strong, and retorts, some- 
what tartly, 

It cannot be, my lord; 

Rumour doth double, like the voice and echo. 

The numbers of the fear’d. Please it your grace 
To go to bed. 




It IS not until after kSoo, and most noticeably in 
Iroilus, that Shakespeare uses this same idea of rever- 
beration and reflection to illustrate subtle and philo- 
sophic thought. Ulysses’ mind is full of it, and he 
applies It constantly; Kent, in Lear, seizes on an 
analogous natural fact to point tlie truth that noise and 
protesuition do not necessarily indicate deep feeling, 
while in Macbeth the peculiar quality of echoing and 

emphasize in the most 
highly imaginauve and impressive way a thought 

constantly present with Shakespeare in his middle 

years, the in^lculable and boundless effects of evil in 

Macbeth himself, like Hamlet, is fully conseious of 

of hisXr “P tile consequence- 

ole!^!* ^ ** magnificent images of angels 

Eile SnlSiT^sr*'’'’''"’ ^ 

Upon the sightless colJ^eTof 
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who 

Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye, 

That tears shall drown the wind, 

he fills our imagination with the picture of its being 
broadcast through great spaces with reverberating 
sound. 

This is taken up again by Macduff, when he cnes, 


each new mom 

New widows howl, new orphans cry, new sorrows 
Strike heaven on the face, that it resounds 
As if it felt with Scotland and yell’d out 
Like syllable of dolour, 

and again by Ross, when he is trying to break the 
terrible news of Macbeth’s latest murders to Macduff— 
the destruction of his own wife and children 

I have words 

That would be howl’d out in the desert air. 

Where hearing should not latch them. 


One can scarcely conceive a more vivid picture of the 
vastnesses of space than tliis, and of the overwhelming 
and unending nature of tlie consequences or reverbera- 
tions of the evil deed. , 

Another constant idea in the play arises out of the 

symbolism that light stands for life, virtue, goodness; 
and darkness for evil and death. ‘Angels are bnght , 
the witches are ‘secret, black and mid-night hags , and, 
as Dowden says, the movement of the whole play 
might be summed up in the words, ‘good things of day 

begin to droop and drowse . r •. 

This is, of course, very obvious, but out of it de- 
velops the further tliought which is assumed through- 
out, that the evil which is being done is so hornb e 
that it would blast the sight to look on it, so darkness 
or partial blinding is necessary to carry it out. 
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Like so much in the play it is ironic that it sliould / 
be Duncan who first starts iliis simile, the idea oG 
which turns into a leading motive in the tragedvJ 
When he is conferring the new honour on his son, h^ 
is careful to say that otliers, kinsmen and thanes, will 
also be rewarded: 

Signs of nohUncsSy like starsy shall shine 
On all deservers. 

No sooner has the king spoken than Macbeth realizes 
that Malcolm, now a Prince of the realm, is an added 
obstacle in his path, and suddenly, shrinking from the 
blazing horror of the murderous thought which fol- 
lows, he cries to himself, 


Stars, lude your fires; 

Let not light see my black and deep desires* 

And from now on, the idea that only in darkness can 
such evil deeds be done is ever present with both 
Macbeth and his wife, as is seen in their two different 

and most characteristic invocations to darkness: her 
blood-curdling cry 


v-omc tnick night, 

And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell, 

which takes added force when we hear later the 
poi^ant words, ‘She has light by her continually’- 
and his more gentle appeal in the language of falconry; 

Come, seeling night, 
ocarf up the tender eye of pitiful day. 

^d when Banquo, sleepless, uneasy, witli lieart heavy 
as lead, crosses the courtyard on die fateful night, with 

look?^^ holding the flaring torch before j|m, and, 
looking up to the dark sky, mutters. 


Their candles are aU out," heaven, 

we know the scene is set for treachery and murder. 
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So it is fitting that on tlie day following ‘dark night 
strangles tlie travelling lamp\ and 

darkness does the face of eartli entomb 
When living light should kiss it. 

The idea of deeds which are too terrible for human eyes 
to look on is also constant; Lady Macbeth scoffs it, ‘the 
sleeping and the dead’, she argues, ‘are but as pictures’ ; 

’tis the eye of childhood 
Tliat fears a painted devil; 

but Macduff, having seen die slain king, rushes out, 
and cries to Lennox, 

Approach the chamber, and destroy your sight 
With a new Gorgon. 

Macbeth boldly asserts he dare look on that ‘which 
might appal the devil’, and the horror and fear he feels 
on seeing one ‘too like the spirit of Banquo in the 
procession of kings is expressed in his agonized cry. 
Thy crown does scar mine eye-balls; 

while in his bitter and beautiful words at the close, the 
dominant thoughts and images are the quenching of 
light and the empty reverberation of sound and fury, 
‘signifying nothing’. 

The fourth of the chief symbolic ideas in the play is 
one which is very constant with Shakespeare and is to 
be found all through his work, that sin is a disease — 
Scotland is sick. 

So Macbeth, while repudiating physic for himselt, 
turns to the doctor and says if he could by analysis 
find Scotland’s disease 

And purge it to a sound and pristine health, 

I would applaud thee to tlie very echo. 

That should applaud again ... 

What rhubarb, senna, or what purgative drug, 
Would scour tliese English hence 
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Malcolm sf)eaks of his country as weeping, bleeding, 
and wounded, and later urges Macduff to 

make us medicines of our great revenge. 

To cure this deadly grief, 

while Caithness calls Malcolm himself the ‘medicine 
of the sickly weal’, ‘the country’s purge’. 

It is worth noting that all Macbeth’s images of sick- 
ness are remedial or soothing in character; balm for 
a sore, sleep after fever, a purge, physic for pain, a 
‘sw'eet oblivious antidote’, thus intensifying to the 
reader or audience his passionate and constant longing 
for well-being, rest, and, above all, peace of mind. 

Other subsidiary motives in the imagery, which 
work in and out through the play, insensibly but 
deeply affect the reader’s imagination. 

One of these is the idea of the unnaturalness of 
Macbeth’s crime, that it is a convulsion of nature. This 
is brought out repeatedly and emphasized by imagery, 
as are also the terrible results of going against nature. 

Macbeth himself says that Duncan’s wounds ‘look’d 
like a breach in nature’ 

For ruin’s wasteful entrance, 

and compares his murder to the sacrilege of breaking 
open the Lord’s anointed temple. 

The events which accompany and follow it are 
terrible because unnatural; an owl kills a falcon, 
horses eat each other, the earth was feverous and did 

shake, day becomes night; all this, says the old man, is 
unnatural. 

Even like the deed diat’s done. 

1 Macbeth’s greatest trouble is the unnatural one that 
he has ‘murdered sleep’, and the whole feeling of dis- 
locauon is increased by such images as ‘let tliis frame 
\ol dungs disjoint’, or by Macbetli’s conjuration to the 
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witches with the terrible list of the convulsions of 
nature which may result from their answering him. 
Indeed, if from one angle the movement of the play 
may be summed up in Macbeth’s words, 

Good things of day begin to droop and drowse, 

from another it is completely described by the doctor 
in his diagnosis of the doomed Queen’s malady as ‘a 
great perturbation of nature’. 

In addition to these running images symbolizing 
or expressing an idea, there are groups of others which 
might be called atmospheric in their effect, that is, 
they raise or increase certain feelings and emotions. 

Such is the action of rapid riding which contributes 
and emphasizes a certain sense of rushing, relentless, 
and goaded motion, of which we are very conscious in 
the play. This is symbolized externally by the rapid 
ride of the messenger to Lady Macbeth arriving 
‘almost dead for breath’, ahead of Macbeth, who him- 
self has outridden Duncan, who remarks in un- 
conscious irony, 

lie rides well, 

And his great love, sharp as his spur, hath holp him 
To his liome before us. 

It is noticeable what a large part riding plays in the 
images which crowd on Macbeth’s heated brain when 
he is weighing the pros and cons of his plan; the 
new-born babe ‘striding the blast’, heaven’s chcrubin 

horsed 

Upon the sightless couriers of the air, 

and finally, the vision of his ‘intent’, his aim, as a 
horse lacking sufficient spur to action, which melts 
into the picture of himself as a rider vaulting into tlie 
saddle with such energy that it ‘o’er-leaps itself’, and 
he falls on die farther side. 
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The feeling of fear, horror, and pain is increased by 
the constant and recurring images of blood; these arc 
very marked and liave been noticed by others, espe- 
cially by Bradley, the most terrible being Macbeth’s 
description of himself wading in a river of blood, 
while the most stirring to the imagination, perhaps in 
the wliole of Shakespeare, is the picture of him gazing, 
rigid with horror, at his own bloodstained hand and 
watching it dye the whole green ocean red. 

The images of animals also, nearly all predatory, 
unpleasant, or fierce, add to this same feeling; such are 
a nest of scorpions, a venomous serpent and a snake, 
a ‘hell-kite’ eating cliickens, a devouring vulture, a 
swarm of insects, a tiger, rhinoceros, and bear, the tiny 
wren fighting the owl for the life of her young, small 
birds with the fear of the net, lime, pitfall, or gin, used 
with such bitter ironic effect by Lady Macduff and her 
boy just before they are murdered, the shrieking owl, 
and the bear tied to a stake fighting savagely to the end. 

Enough has been said, I think, to indicate how 
complex and varied is the symbolism in the imagery of 
Macbeth^ and to make it clear that an appreciable part 
of the emotions we feel tliroughout of pity, fear, and 
horror are due to the subtle but definite and repeated 
acdon of tliis imagery upon our minds, of which, in 
our preoccupation with the main tlieme, we remain 
often largely unconscious. 

The main image in Othello is that of animals in 
action, preying upon one another, mischievous, lasci- 
vious, cruel, or suffering, and through these, the 
general sense of pain and unpleasantness is much 
increased and kept constantly before us. 

More than lialf the animal images in the play are 
lago’s, and all these are contemptuous or repellent, 
a plague of flies, a quarrelsome dog, the recurrent 
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image of bird-snaring, leading asses by the nose, a 
spider catcliing a fly, beating an ofienceless dog, wild 
cats, wolves, goats, and monkeys. 

To this Othello adds his pictures of foul toads 
breeding ima cistern, summer flies in the shambles, the 
ill-boding raven over the infected house, a toad in a 
dungeon, the monster ‘too hideous to be shown’, 
bird-snaring again, aspics’ tongues, crocodiles’ tears, 
and his reiteration of ‘goats and monkeys’. In addi- 
tion Ludovico very suitably calls lago ‘that viper’, 
and tlie green-eyed monster ‘begot upon itself, born 
on itself', is described or referred to by lago, Emilia, 
and Desdemona. 

It is interesting to compare the animal imagery in 
Othello with that in Lear. The plays have certain like- 
nesses; they were written near together {Othello prob- 
ably in 1604, King Lear about 1605), they are the 
most painful of the great tragedies, and they are both 
studies of torture. 

But the torture in Lear is on so vast and so inhuman 
a scale, the cruelty of child to parent in the doubly 
repeated plot is so relentless and ferocious, that the 
jealous and petty malignity of lago shrinks beside it. 

This difference in scale is expressed in die animal 
imagery. In Othello we see a low type of life, insects 
and reptiles swarming and preying on each other, not 
out of special ferocity but just in accordance with 
their natural instincts, mischievous and irresponsible 
wild cats, goats, and monkeys, or the harmless, inno- 
cent animal trapped or beaten. This reflects and repeats 
the spectacle of the wanton torture of one human being 
by another which we witness in the tragedy, die 
human spider and his fly; whereas in Lear our ima- 
gination is filled with the accumulated pictures of active 
ferocity, of wolf, tiger, wild boar, vulture, serpent. 
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and sea-monster, all animals of a certain dignity and 
grandeur, though seen here only when 

their desires 

Are wolfish, bloody, starved and ravenous. 

This represents tlie terrific scale of the suffering in 
Zear, which makes us feel — as we never do in Othello 
— that the vileness of humanity is so great, so un- 
checked and universal, that if the gods do not inter- 
vene, the end of such horrors must come and 

Humanity must perforce prey on itself, 

Like monsters of the deep. 

But the gods, who ‘keep this dreadful pother’, do not 
intervene, and the most terrible lines in Shakespeare 
are those breathed by Gloucester in his agony, when 
he attributes to the gods themselves in tlieir dealings 
with men, not only indifference and callousness, but 
the sheer wanton delight in torture, which in Othello 
we see exercised only by one human being on another. 

If animals in action symboli^e the main motive in 
Othelloy there is another recurrent image wliich gives 
atmosphere and background. As is fitting, with a 
setting of two famous seaports, the sea, its images and 
language, play an important part throughout. 

lago, who possibly may have been seaman before 
he was soldier, uses it easily and very early; when 
complaining that Othello had passed him over for 
Cassio, he describes himself as ‘be-lee’d and calm’d’, 
he knows the state has not another of Othello’s 
‘fathom’, he says he must ‘show out a flag and sign of 
love’, that Brabantio will take action against Othello 
to whatever extent the law ‘will give him cable’; later 
he coarsely describes his general’s marriage in the 
terms of a pirate taking a prize galleon, he declares to 
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Roderigo he is knit to his deserving ‘with cables of 
perdurable toughness’, and when he sees his plots 
shaping well, lie murmurs with satisfaction. 

My boat sails freely, both with wind and stream. 

The opening of Act 11, when those in Cyprus are 
anxiously awaiting the arrival of Desdemona and of 
Othello, is full of sea-pictures and personifications, 
the ruffian wind upon the sea, the ‘chidden billow’ and 
tlie ‘wind-shaked surge’, so that it is well in keeping 
with the setting and atmosphere when Cassio, in high 
rhetorical terms, pictures the seas and rocks as traitors 
concealed to waylay the ship, who, on catching sight 
of the beauty of Desdemona, ‘do omit their mortal 
natures' and let her go safely by. 

Othello’s use of sea-images is noteworthy; they 
come to him naturally, for on each occasion it marks 
a moment of intense emotion. The first, at the height 
of his happiness when he rejoins Desdemona, is an 
exclamation which to us, who know what lies before 
them, is in its opening one of the most poignant and 
moving in tlie play: 

O my soul’s joy! 

If after every tempest come such calms. 

May tile winds blow till they have waken’d death! 

The next is at the height of his torture when, having 
been shown the liandkerchief, suspicion becomes cer- 
tainty and he vows vengeance. To clinch this lago 
urges patience, and suggests that perhaps his mind may 
change; to which Othello instantly reacts as his tor- 
turer intends and affirms the unalterable quality of his 
resolve by comparing it to the ‘icy current and com- 
pulsive course’ of the ebbless Pontic Sea. 

And at the end, when he has carried out his resolve 
and has suffered and realized all, again it is in sea- 
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language that he expresses his equally set determina- 
tion to follow Desdemona: 

Here is my journey’s end, here is my butt 
And very sea-mark of my utmost sail. 

The intensity of feeling and emotion in Zear, and 
the sharpness of its focus is revealed by the fact that in 
Shakespeare's imagination there runs throughout only 
one overpowering and dominating continuous image. 
So compelling is this that even well-marked different 
and subsidiary images are pressed into its service and 
used to augment and emphasize it. 

In the play we are conscious all through of the 
atmosphere of buffeting, strain and strife, and, at 
moments, of bodily tension to the point of agony. So 
naturally does tliis flow from the circumstances of the 
drama and the mental sufferings of Lear, that we 
scarcely realize how greatly tliis sensation in us is in- 
creased by the general ‘floating’ image, kept con- 
stantly before us, chiefly by means of the verbs used 
but also in metaphor, of a human body in anguished 
movement, tugged, wrenched, beaten, pierced, stung, 
scourged, dislocated, flayed, gashed, scalded, tortured, 
and finally broken on tlie rack. 

One can scarcely open a page of die play without 
being struck by these images and verbs, for every 
kind of bodily movement, generally involving pain, is- 
used to express mental and abstract as well as physical 
facts. To name only a few of them. Lear, in his 
agonized remorse, pictures himself as a man wrenched 
and tortured by an ‘engine’, beating at die gate (his 
head) that let his folly in. Goneril has power to shah^ 
his manhood; he complains that she has struck him 
with her tongue; the hot tears break from him; his, 
heart, he says, will break into a hundred thousand flaws.. 
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Albany wonders how far Gonerirs eyes may pierce^ 
Gloucester’s 'flaw'd heart' is cracked, and finally it 
'burst smilingly*. Kent longs to tread Oswald into 
mortar, and in his heated description of the steward’s 
character he evokes images of rats biting cords, 
weathercocks turnings dogs followings and geese being 
driven. 'Tis worse than murder y cries Lear, this violent 
outrage of putting Kent in the stocks, and his emodon 
on witnessing it swells and climbs^ while the fool adds 
the picture of a man being dragged along by holding 
on when a great wheel runs down hilly and letting go 
only in time to save his neck being broken. 

So also in scenes not directly concerned with Lear, 
such as Gloucester’s conversations with Edmund, we 
find the same characteristic. 

When Edmund, having roused his father’s anger 
against the unwitting Edgar, desires to restrain him 
from immediate action until he has furnished further 
proof of his wickedness, he words his argument thus: 
If you will suspend your indignation until you have 
‘better testimony of his intent, you should run a certain 
course; where, if you violently proceed against him, 
mistaking his purpose, it would make a great gap in 
your own honour and shake in pieces the heart of his 
obedience’. And a little later, Gloucester being indeed 
shaken to the heart by Edmund’s revelations, in the 
course of ten lines uses these verbs and nouns, 
cools, falls offy divide, cracked, falls from bias, follow 
disquietly, mutinies, discord, machinations, hollowness, 
ruinous disorders. 

This use of verbs and images of bodily and generally 
anguished motion is almost continuous, and it is 
reinforced by similar words used in direct description, 
as in the treatment of Gloucester; he is bound to a chair, 
plucked by the beard, his hairs are ravished from his 
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chin, he is tied to a stake, like a bear to stand the course, 
and with his eyes blinded and bleeding, he is thrust 
out of the gates to smell his way to Dover. 

All through the play tJie simplest abstract things, 
such as Cornwall’s well-known obstinacy, are de- 
scribed in similar terms; the duke’s disposition, says 
Gloucester, will not be rubb'd nor stopp'd. Even in a 
scene, pleasant in itself, such as the gentleman’s ornate 
but delightful description of Cordelia’s reception of his 
news (iv. iii), this sense of bodily movement and strain 
is constant. The letters pierced her to a demonstration 
of grief, her passion 

most rebel-like 
Sought to be king o’er her; 

n moved her, patience and sorrow strove, she heaved 
the name of ‘father ’ forth as if it press'd her 
heart', she shook die tears from her eyes, and away she 

To deal with grief alone. 

Look at tlie six lines which follow, in which Kent 
having declared that Lear will not yield to see his 
daughter, describes his master’s mental and emotional 
suffering in a series of pictures of physical buffeting 
pain, and opposition, which, in addition to the rwo’ 
images of brutal dogs and poisonous serpents, have a 
cumulative and almost overwhelming effect on the 


A sovereign shame so elbows him: his own unkindness 

stripped Cordelia from his benediction, turn'd her to 
loreign casualties, 


TY- . . these things sting 

Jiis mind so venomoiuly, that burning shame 
Detains him from Cordelia, 

The idea of unnatural horrors, of human beings 
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preying on themselves ‘like monsters of the deep’, or 
like wolves and tigers tearing one another’s flesh, is 
also constantly before us. Lear is sure that Regan, 
when she hears how he has been mistreated, with ‘her 
nails’ will flay Goneril’s wolfish visage i filial ingratitude 
is as if the mouth should tear the hand 

For lifting food to’t. 

Gloucester boldly avows to Regan he has sent Lear to 
Dover because 

I would not see thy cruel nails 
Pluck out his poor old eyes, nor \hy fierce sister 
Jn his anointed fiesh stick bearish fangs-, 

and Albany, crying to Goneril that she and Regan are 
‘tigers’, not daughters, declares if he followed his 
inclination he would dislocate and tear her flesh and 

bones. , , . a 

The large number of animal images, and their ettect 

in the play, has often been noticed (notably by 
Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, pp. 266 and follow- 
ing). I would only point out here that in addition to 
the feeling they give us that ‘humanity’ is ‘reeling back 
into the beast’, they also, because portrayed chiefly in 
angry or anguished action, very distinctly augment 
the sensation of horror and bodily pain. In addition 
to savage wolves, tigers, and other animals there are 
darting serpents, the sharp-toothed vulture and detested 
kite, stinging adders and insects, gnawing rats, the 
baited bear, as well as whipped, whining, barking, mad, 
and biting dogs. All tliis helps to create and increase 
an unparalleled atmosphere of rapine, cruelty, and 

bodily pain. t .1 - 

To this is added as an overtone running through me 

crisis of the tragedy, the fury of the elements, described, 

be it remarked, wholly in terms of the human body. 
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They are wild, fretful^ unguiet; the wind and rain are 
to and fro conflictings with these, the old king, with 
his heart-struck injuries is contending^ tearing his white 
hair 

Which the impetuous blasts, with eyeless rage, 

Catch in their furys 

and bidding the winds to blow and crack their cheeks, 
until at the height of his lialf-demented passion lie 
commands the all-shaking thunder to ^ smite flat the 
thick rotundity o’ the world’. Tliis last amazing 
image is one of several in Shakespeare, notably in 
Antony and Cleopatra, whicli evoke the spectacle of 
devastating bodily action on so stupendous a scale 
that tile emotions which give rise to it are lifted to a 
similar terrihe and vast intensity. So the picture which 
follows here of the great gods, through the bursts of 
thunder and groans of roaring wind and rain, remorse- 
lessly seeking and finding out tlieir enemies, while 

pent-up guilts’ rive their concealing continents 
and cry ’ 

These dreadful summoners grace, 

seems natural and only in keeping with the feelin<r 
aroused in the imagination of a Being or a Force 

mighty enough to remould the shape of the globe with 
one resounding blow. 

ssf'se of bodily torture continues to the end 
<jloucester catches the recurrent tlieme of the tragedy 
and crystallizes it for ever in the terrible picture of men 
being torn limb from limb by t)le gods in sport to 

whom they are but ‘as flies to wanton boys’. Lear tells 
Cordelia he is bound 

Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears 
Do scald hke molten lead; 

Edgar sees tlie gods making instruments of torture 
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with which to plague men; and, at die close, when 
Kent, who loved him, breathes the only valedicrion 
possible over his dead master’s body, it is sdll the same 
metaphor which rises to his lips, 

O, let him pass! he hates him 
That would upon the rack of tliis tough world 
Stretch him out longer. 

The difference in imagery in the three Roman plays 
is arresting and very indicative of the difference in 
mood and temper in which they were written. All 
three owe much to North’s Plutarch^ but the differ- 
ence in the way the material is handled well repays 
close study. 

Julius Caesar is straightforward, slow moving, re- 
strained, almost bare in style; it has relatively few 
images (less than half those in Coriolanusy and less than 
one third those in Antony), and a characterisdc of these 
is that they are clear, definite, and worked out in a full 
and leisurely way. 

Antony’s comparison of Lepidus to the ass turned 
out to graze is a good example of the peculiar ampli- 
fication and slow movement of these similes: 

And though we lay these honours on this man. 

To ease ourselves of divers slanderous loads, 

He shall but bear them as the ass bears gold, 

To groan and sweat under the business, 

Either led or driven, as we point tlie way; 

And having brought our treasure where we will, 
Then take we down his load and turn him oft. 

Like to the empty ass, to shake his cars 
And graze in commons. 

Others of like nature are the ladder of ambition 
(ii. i. 21), the state and kingdom of man (ii. i. 66), 
the bonfire (i. iii. 107), the likeness of ‘hollow men 
and prancing mettlesome horses (iv. ii. 22), the 
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Stricken deer (ill. i. 204), tlie setting sun (v. iii. 60), 
tile turn in the tide (iv. iii. 216), and tlie northern star 
(ill. i. 60). 

There is no leading or floating image in tlie play; 
one feels it was not written under the particular stress 
of emotion or excitement which gives rise to a 
dominating image. 

There is, however, a certain persistence in the com- 
parison of the characters to animals; Caesar is a wolf, 
a lion, a falcon, a serpent’s egg, an adder, a stricken 
deer; the Romans are sheep and hinds and bees; the 
conspirators are apes and hounds, Brutus is a lamb, 
Lepidus is an ass, a horse; Metellus and Casca are curs, 
Cassius is a showj', mettlesome steed which fails at the 
moment of trial, and Octavius and Antony are bears 
tied to the stake. 

But this animal-imagery is not nearly so marked as 
in either Lear or Othello^ and entirely lacks consistency 
of character, so it fails to produce the cumulative effect 
so strongly felt in both those plays. 

Coriolanus, however, has a central symbol and a 
very definite one, but it is significant that this has not 
been bom out of the creator’s feeling of the tragedy, 
but has just been taken over by him wholesale, with 
much else, from North’s Plutarch. 

It is the old tale, with which the play opens, ex- 
pounded by Menenius, of the rebellion of the various 
members of the body — the citizens — against the belly 
--the senate — which they accuse of being idle while 
they do all the work, and the belly’s answer, somewhat 
developed by Shakespeare, that, on the contrary, it is 
the ‘storehouse and the shop of the whole body’, send- 
‘"g through rivers of blood, sustenance to all. 

The images arising out of this central theme from 
the body and sickness are many, nearly one-fifth of the 
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whole; and by means of tliem this idea is played upon 
ihroughout, tliough in a somewhat languid and 
artificial way. 

The king, statesman, soldier, horse, and trumpeter 
are compared to the head, eye and heart, arm, leg, and 
tongue, and Menenius laughingly taunts one of the 
basest of the citizens with being the great toe of the 
rebellion. The people are the hands, the tribunes are 
the ‘tongue o’ the common mouth’, or they are the 
mouths themselves, as when Coriolanus, turning on 
them, asks 

You being their mouths, why rule you not their teeth? 

Tliis conception is constantly with Coriolanus, as 
when he speaks of the ‘navel’ of the state, or asks 

How shall this bosom multiplied digest 
The senate’s courtesy? 

and goes on to tell the tribunes they are risking giving 
a dangerous drug to a body ‘that s sure of death with- 
out it’, recommending them at once to pluck out 

The multitudinous ton^e; let them not lick 
The sweet which is their poison. 

His action towards Rome is described by his mother 
as ‘tearing his country’s bowels out’, and a similar 
image of hurt to the vitals of a body is used by Aufidius, 
when, after welcoming Coriolanus, he pictures them 

pouring war 

Into the bowels of ungrateful Rome. 

Coriolanus refers to the people as ‘measles’ 

Which we disdain should teller us, yet sought 
The very way to catch them, 

and their discontent is as self-made sores on the body, 
brought about by ‘rubbing the poor itch’ of tliejr 
opinion and so making themselves scabs. 
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Coriolanus himself is represented by the tribunes as 
a ‘violent’ disease which spreads infection and must 
be cut away, whereas Menenius argues that he is a 
limb 'that has but a disease’ 

Mortal, to cut it off; to cure it, easy; 

and to Brutus’s remark that when Coriolanus loved 
his country it honoured him, he answers drily, 

Xhe service of the foot 
Being once gangrened, is not then respected 
For what before it was. 

The condition of the time is a ‘violent fit’ that 
craves physic, a sore which needs a physician, for it 
cannot be cured by self-probing, and so on; it is 
wearisome to pursue it further for it is very obvious, 
and a ratlier laboured and overworked metaphor at 
best. 

It obtrudes itself throughout the play; any one on 
a first reading will notice and remember it, whereas it 
might be possible to know Lear or Macbeth very well 
without consciously realizing the dominating symbolic 
‘motives’ in these plays. That is because in tliem the 
symbols are the outcome of the imagination at wliiie 
heat, and thus become one with ilte movement and 
characters and could be no other than they are. 

So one feels, for example, that Coriolanus is called 
a diseased limb or a gangrened foot because it fits in 
witli a preconceived design, but Kent, in his agonized 
grief, sees tlie death of Lear as the release of a tortured 
body from the rack, not because bodily struggle and 
torture has been the dominating symbol throughout, 
but because, after the experience of burning through 

the fierce dispute 

Betwixt damnation and impassioned clay, 
there was no other way possible to see it. 
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In Antony and Cleopatra we find ourselves emotion- 
ally in a different world, in an entirely different atmo- 
sphere from the other two Roman plays. 

The difference in poetic fire between Coriolanus and 
Antony is as if, in the one case, the poet’s imagination 
had caught alight three or four times only, and in 
burning had scattered sparks in the neighbourhood, 
while, in the otlier, it is a pure flame driving through- 
out, fanned by emotion, whose heat purifies, fuses, and 
transmutes into gold all kinds of material, and it is this 
fierce atmospheric heat which creates the pictures, 
dominating and directing diem. 

The group of images in Antony which, on analysis, 
immediately attracts attention as peculiar to this play, 
are images of the world, the firmament, the ocean, and 
vastness generally. 

That is the dominating note in the play, magnifi- 
cence and grandeur, expressed in many ways and 
pictured by continually stimulating our imaginations 
to see the colossal figure of Antony, demi-Atlas of 
this earth’, ‘triple pillar of the world’, built on so vast 
a scale that the whole habitable globe is but a toy to 
him, as it were a ball or apple which he quarters with 
his sword, playing with ‘lialf the bulk of it as he 
pleases, ‘making and marring fortunes . 

Antony himself touches this note at once in his 
royal love-making, when he tells Cleopatra that if she 
would put a bourne to the measure of his love, she 
must ‘needs find out new heaven, new earth’. 

Indeed, nothing short of the whole universe suffices 
for comparison widi Antony, and in Cleopatra s lyriccfl 
elegies, wherein is concentrated all the passion and 
poetry of the most passionate and poetical of the 
plays, she likens him to one whose face was as the 
heavens. 
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and t}icrein stuck 

A sun and moon, which kept tlieir course and lighted 
The little O, the earth. 

In these soaring lovc-Iaments she sees him and makes 
us see liirn as a stupendous super-being, tlie ‘crown 
o’ the earth’, whose ‘legs bestrid the ocean’, whose 
‘rear’d arm crested the world’, and whose qualities can 
be compared only to the vast elemental forces of 
nature; his voice, to friends, 

was propertied 
As all the tuned spheres, . . . 

But when he meant to quail and shake die orb 
He was as rattling thunder. 

Even the verbs used of his aspect are such as are 
applicable to the sun and planets; when he smiles, he 
would shine on those 

That make their looks by his, 

and Alexas, lately come from him, is gilded with liis 
tinct. 

The perennial seasons themselves, with their wealth 
of association, become as mere adjectives to express 
the magnificence and scale of his bounty, 

There was no winter in’t; an autumn ’twas 
That grew the more by reaping. 

When, mortally wounded, he is borne aloft to her, 
Cleopatra calls on the sun to burn up the sphere iii 
which it is fixed and so plunge the earth in darkness, 
and, when he dies, she knows tliere is 

nodiing left remarkable 
Beneath die visiting moon. 

Not only Cleopatra thinks of liim thus; by a natural 
instinct all who know him compare him to great 
natural phenomena: he is a ‘mine of bounty’, says 
bnobarbus; in temper, reports Alexas, 
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Like to the time o' the year becu’een the extremes 
Of hot and cold, he was nor sad nor merry; 

liis faults in him, cries Lepidus, 

seem as the spots of heaven. 

More fiery by night's blackness; 

and his messenger, Euphronius, is so conscious of his 
inferiority to his master, that he avows he was 

of late as petty to his ends 
As is the mom-dew on the myrtle-leaf 
To his grand sea. 

When the battle goes against him, Scarus remarks ‘the 
greater cantle of the world is lost’, 

we have kissed away 
Kingdoms and provinces; 


and when he dies, so great a convulsion of nature is it 
ihat Caesar declares ,1,^ 

Should have shook lions into civil streets. 

And citizens to their dens. The death of Anton? 

Is not a single doom; in the name lay 
A moiety of the world. 


This vastness of scale is kept constantly before us by 
the use of the word ‘world’,* which occurs forty-two 
times, nearly double or more than double as often as 
in most other plays, and it is continually employed in 
a way which increases the sense of grandeur, power, 
and space, which fills the imagination with tlie con- 
ception of beings so great that physical size is an- 
nihilated and the whole habitable globe shrinks in 
comparison with them. Caesar, lamenting his differ- 
ences with Antony, cries, jj- j 

What hoop should hold us staunch, from edge to edge 

O’ the world I would pursue it; 

* In Julius Caesar ‘world’ occurs 17 times; in Lear^ 18; in 
Coriolanus, 19; in Othello, 23; in Hamlet, 29. 
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and Octavia declares that wars between these two 
mighty ones, lier husband and her brother, would be 

As if the world should cleave, and that slain men 

Should solder up the rift. 

The emotional effect of such a simile as this is incalcul- 
able, with its amazing picture of the gigantic gaping 
fissures in the round globe packed tight with the 
bodies of the dead. Were the feeling in it not so intense 
it would verge on the grotesque, as do some others 
among these vast world-images. Such, for instance, is 
the kind of huge gargoyle depicted by the saturnine 
Enobarbus when lie hears that Caesar has deposed 
Lepidus, thus leaving only Antony and himself in 
pow'er. He imagines them as the two mighty jaws in 
the world’s face, grinding and destroying everything 
that comes between them, and exclaims, 

Then, world, thou hast a pair of chaps, no more; 

And tlirow between them all the food thou hast. 

They’ll grind the one the other. 

Antony s imagination moves on this same vast plane, 
and die pictures that he draws stimulate our vision and 
keep us ever conscious of the puny size of even the 
greatest of worldly princes, potvers, and spaces com- 
pared to his stupendous force. Especially is this so 
when power is slipping from liim, when the old lion is 
dymg, and the tragedy is thus increased by contrast. 
With what a sublime sweep of simple words he sums 
up his earlier activities, 

... I, diat with my sword 

Quarter’d the world, and o’er green Neptune’s back 

With snips made cities; 


and how v.yd IS the picture of the kings of tlie earth 
starting forth at liis call, like small boys in a scramble 
crying out to know what is his will. When he is angry’ 
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the insolent magnificence of his images surpasses ail 
others in Shakespeare. Thus, after his defeat at sea, 
when, furious witli Caesar’s messenger, he has him 
soundly wiiipped and bids him get back to his master, 
he gives a characteristic picture in style and scale 
of the reason w'hy it is particularly easy just then to 
anger him, for liis ‘good stars’ that were lus ‘former 
guides’ 

Have empty left their orbs and shot their fires 
Into the abysm of hell; 

and when earlier, Cleopatra mischievously suggests 
that Caesar lias sent for him, the thunder of his reply 
in majestic sweep and cadence still comes echoing 
down the centuries; 

Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch 
Of tlic ranged empire fall ! Here is my space. 

It has only been possible to sketch the merest out- 
line of this particular point in the imagery of die 
tragedies, but this is perhaps sufficient to show liow 
definite and how potent are these images within images. 

No other writer, so far as I know, certainly no other 
dramatist, makes such continual use of the running 
and recurrent symbol as does Shakespeare. 

Shelley, in his Prometheus Unbound^ perhaps comes 
nearest to it when he brings out and emphasizes by 
means of his nature-imagery, certain philosophical and 
ethical thoughts; but the Prometheus^ though nomin- 
ally a drama, is really a lyrical poem in a single mood, 
which lends itself far more readily to such continuity 
of symbolism than do Shakespeare’s varied and tre- 
mendous dramas. 

This method of working by way of suggestion, 
springing from a succession of vivid pictures and con- 
crete details, is, of course, of tlie very essence of 
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‘romantic* art; and, in the case of Shakespeare, the 
poet’s mind, unlike the dyer’s hand, subdues to itself 
what it works in, and colours with its dominating 
emotion all the varied material which comes his way, 
colours it so subtly and so delicately that for the most 
part we are unconscious of what is happening, and 
know only the total result of the effect on our imagina- 
tive sensibility. 

Hence it seems to me that a study of his imagery 
from the angle from which we have just been looking 
at it helps us to realize a little more fully and accurately 
one of tlie many ways by wliich he so magically stirs 
our emotions and excites our imagination, and I be- 
lieve it not only does this, but that it sometimes even 
throws a fresh ray of light on the significance of the 
play concerned, and — most important of all — on the 
way Shakespeare Iiimself saw it. 



E, E. Stoll 

(b. 1874) 

From ‘ART AND ARTIFICE IN SHAKESPEARE’* 

(i) Comedy 

E ver since tlie early days of Romanticism, critics 
have found a warrant for Shakespeare, as against 
the claims of classicism, legitimate or illegitimate, in 
the final words of the Symposium: ‘The chief tiling 
which he [Aristodemus] remembered was Socrates in- 
sisting to the other two [Aristoplianes and Agathon] 
that the genius of comedy was the same as that of 
tragedy, and that the writer of tragedy ought to be 
a writer of comedy also.’ But of this truth Shakespeare 
and the other great Elizabethans are not the only ex- 
amples, whether within the single play or separately. 
Tirso, Lope, and Calderdn have each left us both 
tragedies and comedies and also tragedies containing 
comic elements; and not only Corneille and Racine, 
but even (as in some few cases we happen to know) 
the Greek tragic poets wooed now and then the comic 
muse. And liow much the two genres (like their 
counterparts in reality) have in common appears, on 
the one hand, from the fact that by masters like Shake- 
speare and Beaumont and the great Spaniards they are 
often made to blend felicitously; and, on the other, 
from the fact that by the serious-minded Romantic 
critics and actors die manifestly comic intentions of 
the author, wliether Shakespeare or Moli^re, have, 
through mere shifting of the emphasis, been thwarted. 
Behind comedy there is always tragedy (indeed, since 

* Art and Artifice in Shakespeare •' a study in dramatic illusion 
and contrast ( 1934 ). 
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the days of Romantic irony, behind tragedy there is 
comedy); and sometimes by the author himself its 
shadow is permitted to fall upon the scene. I have else- 
where spoken of the violence done to Moliere and the 
comic Shakespeare by putting in the foreground what 
with them is in the background — and that thing, quite 
literally, the actors have done on the stage with Mal- 
volio, when teased in the dark room.* Congreve, too, 
has been misinterpreted, his Lady Wishfort being 
made half tragic or pathetic in her affectation: the old 
or ugly we no longer have the heart to see mocked or 
flouted. Yet there are moments in his comedies when 
Mellefont and Cynthia, Valentine and Angelica sink 
back out of the merry mood, not into tragedy to be 
sure, but into seriousness or wisifulness, and the 
laughter dwindles into a sigh. ‘Never let us know one 
another better,’ murmurs Angelica, ‘for the pleasure 
of a masquerade is done when we come to show our 
faces.’ And within the limits of comedy and tragedy 
both there is, of course, a still wider range of emotion 
and variety of tone in Shakespeare. 

Nowadays, save by the mood and tone prevailing 
and the happy or unhappy ending, the two genres are 
scarcely to be distinguished. In ‘drama’ they are meant 
to coalesce. But in the Renaissance, as in ancient times, 
tragedy was more tragical, comedy more comical ; and 
there was a difference also in the rank of the characters 
and the elevation of die style — distinctions which were, 
for the most part, observed by Shakespeare, though 
with greater ladtude and (necessarily) greater skill. 


‘ By E. H. Sothem; cf G. P. Baker, Shahspeare as a 
Dramatist (1^907), p. 242. Tlie Steward is meant to be heard, 
not Men. For the OTtical misinterpretation see Shakespeare 
308^* on Shylock and Falstaff, especially pp. 305-6, 
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Yet with him, as at the Renaissance and in ancient 
times again, the central situation and the development 
of it were, in both genres, essentially the same. In 
both there was a duplicity, or doubleness, of effect. As 
with the ancients, it was the result of human intrigue 
or supernatural disposition; and while at the Renais- 
sance the plotter or mischief-maker of classical comedy 
often appeared in tragedy also, no fundamental change 
took place in tlie structure of either. The villain was 
simply a more enterprising and aggressive Fate. He 
deceived and inveigled, instead of foreordaining and 
foretelling; and he actually trod the stage. As with the 
ancients, in comedy as in tragedy, there was, for a 
complication, tlie same sort of misunderstanding that 
we have been considering; whether it arose from de- 
ception, slander, or playing a part, or from misap- 
prehension, mistaken identity, or disguise. And then 
the effect was comic irony, instead of the tragic. The 
comedies of Plautus and Terence, of Shakespeare and 
Moliere, are alike examples. Of disguise or mistaken 
identity, in the open or in the darkness of a rendez- 
vous, and of hoaxes or practical jokes there are in- 
stances in almost every comedy that Shakespeare 
penned. Of calumny credited there are, as we have 
already noticed, instances in Much Ado^ Cymbeline^ 
and The IFinter's Tale; though these have, for the 
most part, effects not comic at all. The difference from 
those in tragedy lies only in the fact that they are not 
made so serious and are not so prolonged, the slander 
being but an episode. So far, however, the device 
serves the same constructive purpose. As in tragedy 
itself, this, like the others, produces compression and 
contrast. 

Of such a structure as in Othello^ however, Shake- 

spp re has left us no comic parallel or counterpart. For 
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tliat we must turn to Chapman, Marsion, and Jonson, 
above all to f^olpone and The Alchemist., with their 
equivalent to the ancient intriguing slave. In Shake- 
speare's comedies, as we have observed, positive and 
deliberate deception is often treated seriously; and 
although merrily enough in such as Love's Labour's 
Lost, Midsummer Night's Dream, and The Merry 
Wives, It involves no continuous intrigue by a single 
person. The situation is not central. Of disguise and 
feigning, misunderstanding and mistaken identity, 
there is more; but, except in the borrowed and adapted 
Comedy of Errors, it too is rather episodic. And his 
comedies being medleys, both light and serious in tone, 
there is for these devices not so much need, or oppor- 
tunity either, to provide a special efiect of illusion. 

They are more definitely external and recognizably 
traditional tlian verbal deception; and besides, there 
was in comedy then, and tliere is still, less of realistic 
rigour. Fantasy, exaggeration, and even distortion, 
are part of the comic programme. In so far as Shake- 
speare does endeavour to make these expedients plaus- 
ible, it is mainly by shifting the scene, as from Athens 
by day to die Forest by night in the Midsummer 
Night's Dream', or from England to Padua in The 
Taming of the Shrew, or to the Forest of Arden in As 
lou Like It. There the diing might happen, we are 
readier to believe. Yet here is something of the same 
gtre as in the tragedies to keep the convention intact. 
Kosalind’s disguise is impenetrable, not only to Or- 
lando but to her father. And there is no reproach of 
stupidity attaching to these persons or to any one else 
who fails to recognize the other disguised ladies in 
Komantic comedy, or the Duke in Measure for 
Measure, or Falstad in The Merry Wives. Nor is there 
(.as a result of the trick played upon diem) to Benedick 
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and Beatrice; for from the outset we are made to see, 
despite their banter and wrangling, and indeed because 
of it, that they decidedly take to one another. In the 
case of verbal deception, on the other hand, for a pur- 
pose purely comic, as that practised by the Prince and 
Poins and by the Merry Wives upon FalstafF, or by 
Sir Toby and Maria upon Malvolio, such precautions 
to preserve the victim’s reputation as we have taken 
notice of in Othello would, by the very nature of the 
purpose, be much out of keeping. As in Plautus and 
Terence, Chapman and Jonson, this is a practical joke, 
a comic reprisal, or an exposure of folly; and openly 
the victim is made a butt or gull. 


(ii) Tragedy and Comedy Together 


§ I 

t Comedy and tragedy, tlien, both were and are alike, 
as counterparts; and they must now at the close be 
viewed togcthei^ particularly in tlie light of to-day. In 
either genre this unpsychological method by mis- 
representation or misunderstanding — is, when rightly 
handled and simply accepted, richer than die psycho- 
logical in effect.Un tragedy it is more tragic, in comedy 
more comic.^ And that is evident when at this point 
we compare the ancients, tragic and comic, or e se 
Shakespeare and Moliere, with those contemporary 
dramatists who derive the action more strictly from 

the character. i u i, , 

These are superficially more plausible but, otner 

things being equal, fundamentally less potent, whether 

read or played. They move us less, by character or 

situation, by what is said or done. Their verisimi itu e 

is greater, but their contrasts are weaker. The c^posi 

tion lies less in what is human and emotional and more 
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in what is intellectual — not so mucli at the centre of 
the play and more at the circumference. MerecJiaracter 
does not suHice for it. h must be eked out by ideas 
and problems. And there is a tragi-comic irony, not 
within the Aiaster Builder or Bosmcrsholm, but en- 
circling and engulfing it; and another irony, comic or 
fairly poignant, round about Candida or the Well of 
the Saints. Either appears less at the play than after it; 
and often as much in the stage directions as in the 
dialogue and action. The text, really, must be both 
played and read. 


And what is missing in modern tragedy and comedy 
alike is for the most part (naturally enough) what 
in bhakespeare is now misapprehended. The bolder 
strokes are wanting, the free spirit is not precipitated 
and a new and autonomous (though mimic) world is 
not conjured into being, as it is by Shakespeare, Ton- 
son, and Congreve, Aristophanes and Moliere. Often 
m the mere difference of tliis from the actual world 
resides much of the comic effect, as not of the tragic 
For this IS needed the illusion of reality; for that, satire 
or burlesque, exaggeration or transformation; but for 
neither, anything of a transcript. Concerning the 

Manners, Charles Lamb was 
undoubted y nght. It is not 'a veracious picture of 
acmal English manners and morals’, but ’a world of 

and wh^° fairy-land’. A wand is waved, 

and what is gross, licentious, and heartless is trans 

muted by wit and mirth; or what is dark and seamy 

slinks into tlie background, and only what is brigtu 

and gay steps before us. The only defect in Lamp’s 

constantly to remember what 

thir^« 1} altogether a speculative scene of 

that! ’ If reference whatever to the world 

that is. If that were so, this new world would not be 
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ftmny — if by this merry but significant ‘transposition 
and transformation’ (as Proust calls it) we were not 
remotely reminded of the original, our own or others’ 
practical and conjugal relations, in the world that is; 
tliough these, of course, must not be thrust upon us, 
any more than Emilia’s native perspicacity in Othello^ 
or they would break the charm. Sometimes, indeed, 
Lamb does remember, as when in the preceding essay, 
On Some of the Old Actors, he speaks of the ‘playful 
selections and specious combinations rather than strict 
metaphrases of nature’. A strict metaphrase — a tran- 
script — is, he implies, not art. 

For the preservation of the comic illusion, as of the 
tragic, certain distinctions or manipulations have com- 
monly been employed. As presented in their earlier 
intensity, and even as nowadays, the two illusions are 
mutually exclusive — only in the hands of the greatest 
masters does one with impunity encroach upon the 
other, and then it is in due subordination. In regular 
comedy, that is, the ancient and that of Jonson, Con- 
greve, and Moliere, noble passion or emotion is su^p- 
pressed; even in the Romantic it is subdued; and for 
the purely comic effect in either, sympathy is unfavour- 
able. (in tragedy there are passion and emotion in 
abundance, to arouse both pity and fear. Indeed, the 
situation is deliberately manipulated to awaken sym- 
pathy otherwise not forthcoming; as in tbe ^se ol 
Macbeth influenced by his lady and the Weird Sisters, 
and slaying the King behind the scenes, not on the 
boards.) In comedy, on the other hand, the situation is 
manipulated so as to isolate die duped or cheated, die 
beaten or betrayed, only their follies being kept before 
us the causes and extenuating circumstances ignored. 
Sir Toby, Maria, and tlie Clown tease the Steward and 
crack jokes at his expense under our eyes; Malvoiio 
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himself begs and wails in the dark, off-stage. Shylock 
is suffered to plead his injuries as a justification only 
in bloodthirsty triumpii, craving a revenge which 
‘betters the instruction’, but to the cost of his own 
avarice and compassed about by liatred, on the one 
hand, and by derision on the other. How they came 
to be what they are, what the world had done to tliem, 
IS no more to be considered in the case of the Jew and 
the Steward in comedy than in that of the villains in 
tragedy. And so it is widi awkward suitors and jealous 
husbands, stingy fathers and unsophisticated provin- 
ce ’ and Terence, Congreve and MoH^re. 

1 hough not sympathetically or approvingly, we are 
ranged on the side of them that rob or cheat, like 
Tranio and Scapin; or boast, lie, and run away, like 
balstaff, who, though he is guilty of all these mis- 
demeanours, is funny. He is not so funny when, with 
some Romantic critics, we consider his hopeful youth 
and disappointed age, or take his misdoings for make- 
believe. Sometimes in Shakespeare, however, just as 
comedy encroaches upon tragedy, tragedy encroaches 
upon comedy, the isolation is incomplete and sym- 
pathy creeps in; and consequently the comic effect is 
not so consistent and emphatic as in Jenson, Moliere, 
and Plautus (Shylockra^e have seen above, is a case. 
FaUtaff, gui ty of more venial ofiehces, both the o^ct' 
and the inexhaustible fountain of mirth, enjoys plenary 
mdu gence; and comedy and sympathy nearly merge 
Such is the mimic comic world— such are its order 
and economy— but what of tlie entrance to it? That 
as to the tragic, has by bold strokes and a precipiS-’ 
non b«n often best, and certainly most expeditiously 
effected. It has been by the avenue of these various 
devices of misunderstanding and deception, or of some 
parucular assumption, all of which nowadays are 
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threadbare or improbable, or both together) com- 
monly considered taboo. In principle (thougli less in 
practice, as will appear) we grimly insist on what is 
both probable and original: such devices or assump- 
tions, in Shakespeare and still more in the other Eliza- 
bethans, who lack his authority, we, when we stop to 
consider, refuse to accept or fail to understand. There 
is the sw indling in Volponc. ‘Cupidity goes with par- 
simony’, cries William Archer as he turns away; ‘and 
who ever heard of avarice staking large sums on a 
problematical post-obit?’ Yet even as mere matter of 
fact, whereon Mr. Archer is here insisting, this logic of 
his is not that of common human nature. Often die 
most avaricious, though with a pang — and diere, in 
reality itself, is a contrast and conflict of which Jonson 
fully avails himself — take to the highest play. Scotch- 
men I have known who, shortly after the close of the 
War, put as much as half their patrimony into paper 
German marks. And are not the French, the Italians, 
the Spanish, die very Hebrews with whom parsimony 
is both the racial vice and the racial virtue, the most 
insatiate and inveterate gamblers? That fact of itself 
is enough to warrant, in a satirical comedy whereof 
the scene is laid in a far-away and fantastic Venice, the 
assumption that cupidity may override parsimony, 
when the assumption is skilfully presented at the be- 
ginning. There, as in King Lear and the Oedipus and 
according to the precept of Aristotle, is the place for 
the improbability — as a postulate, a basic premise. 
Mr. Archer, so hard on Jonson, will not lay a finger on 
Shakespeare; but in his Venetian comedy, romantic 
instead of satiric, there are postulates still more im- 
probable — that one friend should permit another to 
give his enemy his bond, valid in law, with a forfeiture 
of a pound of flesh of the creditor’s own choosing; and 
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that a young woman should by the will of a sensible 
parent be left at ilie mercy of the wooer cleverest at 
conundrums. Tliese last assumptions, to be sure, lead 
to what is serious rather than comic or tragic; and it is 
the deception — the disguise s, and the turning of the 

— tKar more directly conduces to the 
comic* But all alike offer in comedy tliat advanta^^e 
which we have noted in tragedy, an opportunity and 
warrant for the character to do and say what, quite of 
himself or psychologically, he would not do or say. 
The avaricious dupes in Volponc enrich the swindler 
and impoverish themselves, gloating over tlie bright 
prospects for a timely inheritance from him and so 
from the others; much as tlie miserly Harpagon is 
made to keep horses and servants, woo a beautiful 
young woman, and even give a banquet — that he may 
stint man, woman, and beast as he does it. And what 
they say is more finely incongruous still. Shylock 
complacently pities Launcelot as he lets him quit his 
service, both to spare his own and to help waste Bas- 
samo’s borrowed purse, not knos^ ing that the lad is at 
this moment helping to cheat him out of both ducats 
and daughter— ‘The patch’, he mutters, ‘is kind 
enough ; and so Sganarelle pities Valere as, after 
giving him the ambiguous message from Isabelle, he 
watch^him go off apparently lieart-broken but really 


Ce pauvre malheureux trop rempli d’amitie. 


(The first-named comic effect has, in our sentimental 
times, been stifled or muffled.) And it is only from out 
such premises of deception tliat proceed such 
dramatic conclusions as when Corvino in Volpone 

^th h doctor reported to be compedne 

with his daughter, offers up his own wife, of whom hf 


E. E. STOLL: ART AND 


72 

has been savagely jealous) calls him, in a paroxysm of 
avarice, 'ff'reich. Covetous wretch' 'y or as when Ford, 
in The Merry IVives, impatient of uncertainty after the 
fatuous Falstaff’s confidences and the trustful Page’s 
assurances and misled by what he has learned of the 
Merry Wives’ intrigues, cries out, choosing to be right 
though at a cuckold’s cost, ‘I will prevent this, detect 
my wife, be reveng’d on Falstaff, and laugh at Page'. 
By a more reasonable and more nearly normal process 
of development, such a clash ot contrast and con- 
sequent explosion of merriment could scarcely, and 
certainly less speedily, be attained. 

Therefore, strange to say, the best comic and tragic 
writers are now falling back upon what is a modern 
andlcontemporary equivalent of misu ndersta nding or 
deception, dis guis e or fei gning, and the accompanying 
asTde or solilo quyj that is, appearances as die natural 
cloak over reaTTt^br all the reality there is), and con- 
sciousness itself as a veil. The one is in Pirandello, the 
other in O’Neill and the Vanguard. There is a pro- 
longed contrast between speech and thought, or be- 
tween thought conscious and half-conscious, as in the 
Strange Interlude and The Adding- Machine', there arc 
actual masks, as in The Great God Brown, and virtual 
ones, as in Mourning Becomes Electra’, and continually 
tiiere arc furtive, covert motives — mothers hating 
daughters or jealous of sons, and fathers hating sons 
and jealous of daughters— in opposition to the honest, 
acknowledged ones. Or else, renouncing originality 
and recurring to Ancient and Renaissance example, 
the dramatists take to the old stories ® 

Greek tragedy or the fabliaux, as do O Neill and 
Synge. (Tlie Shakespeare critics are a little behind tlie 
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times!) Even before tliis, something of the duplicity 
of effect in Othello^ Hamlet^ and JMacbeth was secured 
by a modem destiny, as heredity or family tradition, 
in plays such as Rosmersholm and Ghosts \ and by a 
modem disguise, as the outer man masking the inner — 
wliat he or the world thinks lie is overlving what he is 
at heart — in plays such as The Doll's House and Can- 
dida. At bottom the methods, tragic or comic, ancient 
or modem, are the same. Fate and tlie fallax servus^ 
lago and lachimo, Viola in a doublet and Hamlet 
playing mad, and tlie numerous varieties of fatality and 
double personality, unconscious deception and self- 
deception, in current use among us, all perform, with 
different degrees of verisimilitude and plausibility, of 
philosophic significance and emotional potency, one 
unchanging function. 


And what is ihai.^ It is to make a situation ratiier 
than develop one, to frame a plot and precipitate an 
action, rather than to hold the mirror up to nature. It 
is to imitate life, not truly and faithfully but, as with 
all art, in such a fashion — within the limits of medium 
and tradition, of the mores and the imagination — as to 
force us to think and feel. And this is the function of 
poetry itself — ‘to heighten consciousness’, as Miss 
Sitwell says. For that effect in drama there must be 

irony and gonflict and, therefore, contrast or parallel 

and for any of these, in turn, there must be accumula- 
tion and compression. And for tliat efl'cet at its 
simplest, in mere poetry, there must be metaphor.' The 
language of poetry, and particularly the greatest, is, 

* See Max Eastman, Tfie Literary Mind d 8^ 

For Ure surchorgod quality of po-"c.ic langu’ajl!' car^to? a 
mining wuli many facets, but all witliin tlie compass^ of 
W not impaned by the modem reader's, sec 

hi';. ^mhigiaty (1930), save where 

he IS, now and then, led by his ingenuity astray. 
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unlike tliat of prose, charged as with electricity, 
‘changeable’ as silk. Of itself, life (or the plain state- 
ment) will not do. Even if it were different and itself 
afforded such good situations as those of ancient myth 
or poetic invention, still it would not do. In great 
drama they would tlierefore have to be better, tliat is 
(again) improbable — though not within the drama, of 
course, even as such situations are not now. In tragedy 
and comedy both, life must be, as it has ever been, 
piled on life, or we have visited tlie theatre in vain. 

And if not in vain, what then.^ To make us diink 
and feel, to heighten and widen our consciousness, and 
nothing more.^ The Greeks, at their great period, the 
classical French at theirs, strove in tragedy for a 
purgation, in comedy for a castigation, and in both for 
some measure of justice (not perfect or ‘poetic’, but 
tragic or comic) in the lot meted out to men. Shake- 
speare and tlie modems, whatever their efforts in either 
direction, fall much farther short of these. They have 
no religious philosophy like that of the ancients; and 
in tragedy tliey do not attain as tlie ancients did to any 
reassuring adjustment of human suffering to die will of 
Heaven. For faith is now broken; life is more intricate 
and mysterious; the notions not only of die benevo- 
lence of Heaven or Nature, but of the responsibility of 
man, are undermined. 

‘ How far this was widi Shakespeare the case we can- 
not know, so little do his characters venture upon 
speculation, so seldom does he appear himself. Cer- 
tainly he offers no solution to the problem. Though 
as a man a Christian and a Protestant, as a dramatist 
he has no theology or theodicy, no philosophy or 

» In this p.iragniph I am somewhat indebted to Professor 
Frye, iliough at many points I difier ith him. 
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‘message’. By some characters tlie gods are declared 
to be just; by others, to be unjust; and the only con- 
solation in the presence of die bitter mystery is in 
patience, acceptance. Instead of the austere but poig- 
nant serenity of Sophoclean tragedy at the end, there 
is, on the one hand, the spirit of quiet sorrow, on 
the other, a practical concern for the punishment of 
the offenders and the restoration of die State; and the 
passionate symphony closes quietly, on a rest-tone. 
A note of reconciliation has, by Professors Dowden 
and Bradley, been discerned in the superiority of the 
character of his heroes and heroines to the fate which 
befalls them — in some distant reverberate intimation 
that what happens to Cordelia does not matter, all that 
matters is what she is — and die more senseless and 
monstrous her fate, the less does it concern her. But 
that idea is really a transcendental inference of the 
critics’ own, not anything which finds a basis in the 
text.* (There die beauty of the hero’s and heroine’s 
natures makes their tragic fate only the more lament- 
able, not irrelevant. Why should a dog, a horse, a rat 
have life, and thou no breath at all } Or, again, a note 
of reconciliation has been found in Shakespeare’s senso" 
of the dreaminess and unreality of life. But the mosl 
notable expression of this is on the lips of the blood-d 
stained and unrepentant Macbeth and the blameless 
Prospero, m which cases, diough for different reasons ' 
It does no tragic service. Still less does Shakespeare 
put before us the terrestrial, social problems of an 
Ibsen or an Hervieu, wluch, however little in the solu- 
tion they may purge our emotions, impart to the tracic 
spectacle a little meaning, though not much. And all 
that I can discover to alleviate our dismay when for the 
last time the curtain falls, is, apart from die life-giving 
See my Shakespeare Studies^ pp. 1 82-3 for the Hegelianism. 
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spirit of poetry moving and hovering over the stage, 
the breadth and fairness, the exaltation and pity, in the 
presentation. (These are no matters of inference but 
of direct imaginative or emotional effect.) There is no 
cynicism, no pessimism — the vision is too clear and 
broad. Good and evil are not, as to-day, confused or 
merged, but are, as Croce says, ‘as light opposed to 
darkness’.* Evil is not negative or incidental; but 
while under suffering it may grow worse as in Mac- 
beth, good, on the other hand, may grow better as 
in Lear. And by evil good is not in the long run 
triumphed over or overshadowed. If, on one side, 
there are Goneril, Regan, and Cornwall, Edmund and 
Oswald, on the other there are Lear, Cordelia, and 
the Fool, Kent, Gloucester, Edgar, Albany, and the 
true-hearted retainers and servants. If many people 
f do ill by those who have done well by them, many 
others do well by those who have done ill by them. 
The earth trembles; but the verities are unshaken, the 
moral values and even the social sanctions are un- 
broken. Justice is administered, not only in the end 
to the villains, but (though in a disproportionate 
measure) to the hero and heroine. That is, the causal 
connexion is observed and recognized; and in this 
tragedy too, once the situation is attained, character 
becomes its own destiny. The postulate once posited 
and granted in the case of Othello and Macbeth, Ham- 
let and Lear, what befalls them is for the most part 
brought upon them, in the natural course of events, by 
themselves. And though our sympathies are elicited 
for them by artifice and manipulation; and even in a 
measure for the villains also, as Richard and Macbeth, 
lago and Edmund, by endowing them with ‘energy of 
intellect, dauntless versatility of daring, invincible 
• Ariosto^ Shak^sptare^ and CorneilUy p. 143 (• 
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fertility of resource’, and apparelling them (though 
with a difference) like the heroes themselves in poetry, 
or bejewelling them with wit and humour: yet by all 
these claims upon our admiration our judgements are 
not weakened, nor are the issues confused. In fine, the 
poetically and dramatically transmuted and trans- 
formed material of life still retains life’s proportions 
and values; and Shakespeare’s tragedy wears the 
steadying, though not comforting, aspect of truth. 
We are made (and all along, as well as at the close) to 
!feel deeply and rightly, and to think sanely, if not 
to any definite ultimate purpose or upshot; and as by 
no other tragedy our consciousness is heightened, our 
imagination widened. There is, however, no piercing 
of tlie veil. Of Shakespeare the words of Hazlitt are 
truer than of Wordsworth: ‘He sees nothing loftier 
than human hopes; nothing deeper than the human 
heart.’ Philosophy, transcendentalism does not here 
apply. But when Professor Bradley reads with the 
same spirit as the author writ, he speaks admirably and 
to the purpose. 

‘Its final and total result’, he says of King I,ear, ‘is one 
in which pity and terror, carried perhaps to the extreme 
limits of art, are so blended with a sense of law and beauty 
[that we feel at last, not depression and much less despair, 
jbut a consciousness of greatness in pain, and of solemnity 
jin die mystery we cannot fathom.’ 

Or perhaps Croce describes the result, thougli more 
dryly, more adequately: 

‘He knows no other dian die vigorous, passionate life 
upon earth, divided between joy and sorrow, with, around 
and above it, the shadow of a mystery.* 


I 



/F. JV. Greg 

(b. 1875) 

PRINCIPLES OF EMENDATION IN 

SHAKESPEARE' 

T he Professor of Latin in tlie University of Cam- 
bridge^ has said what is perhaps the last word on 
the subject of emendation, in a passage that runs as 
follows: A textual critic engaged upon his business is 
not at ail like Newton investigating the motions of the 
planets: he is much more like a dog hunting for fleas. 
If a dog hunted for fleas on mathematical principles, 
basing his researches on statistics of area and popula- 
tion, he would never catch a flea except by accident.’ 
I do not believe iliat this is a fair account of textual 
criticism in general, but so far as emendation is con- 
cerned it comes extraordinarily near the truth. Tlie 
fact is that there is only one general principle of 
emendation, which is that emendation is in its essence 
devoid of principle. At its finest it is an inspiration, a 
stirring of the spirit, which obeys no laws and cannot 
be produced to order. In other words, emendation is 
an art. Yet even as such there should be some condi- 
tions which by its very nature it must obey, for it is 
surely no idle dream of scholars to be ‘learned in 
searching principles of art*. And if we can do nothing 
to help great critics in making brilliant emendations, 
we may at least hope to discover some rules that 
should prevent little critics from making foolish ones. 

As a starting-point for our search let us consider 
one or two famous emendations, not necessarily in 
Shakespeare, that have won general acceptance. There 

* Shakespeare Lecture of die British Academy (1928). 

^ A* E. Housman# 
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is one that may be called Theobald s emendation par 
excellence, though it was not entirely his own. Mistress 
Quickly (tliat was) describes Falstaff’s death : 

after I saw him fumble v. ith the Sheets, and play with 
Flowers, and smile vpon his fingers end, I knew there 
was but one way: for his Nose was as sharpe as a Pen, 
and a Table of greene fields. 

So the folio, which is our only relevant authority. To- 
day all ediuons of Shakespeare read: ‘for his nose W'as 
as sharp as a pen, and a’ babbled of green fields.’ Wlien 
we remember Uiat ‘babbled’ would very likely be 
written ‘babld’, and that in the hands of the time ‘b’ 
and ‘t’, and final ‘d’ and ‘e’ are often difficult to dis- 
tinguish, there need be no hesitation in accepting what 
many readers feel to be a particularly Shakespearian 
turn of phrase. 

My next instance is linked no less closely with the 
name of that great and modest scholar Arthur Bullen. 
Marlowe’s Faustus m his study tosses the unprofitable 
Aristotle aside with the words: 

Bid Oncaymaon farewell, Galen come: 

according to the earliest edition. The second sub- 
stitutes 'Occononxy* . That this is wrong is clear from 
the metre (which was first doctored in the fourth 
edition) but it was the guess of some one with enough 
learning to know that one of Aristotle’s works was Uie 
Oeconomica; hardly, one would suppose, a compositor. 
Bullen, pondering the passage, perceived that there 
was really no error at all, but only a rather misleading 
spelling of the Aristotelian phrase ov koI fii) ov, ‘being 
and not being’. 

Lest the glamour of great names and famous lines 
should sway your judgement to an over-ready accep- 
tance of wliat I would make the basis of my argument, I 
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will add by w'ay of challenge an emendation of my own. 
It is one of whicli I am rather proud, for it is in Latin, 
and my classical attainments are thoroughly Shake- 
spearian. In an appallingly bad text of a very inferior 
play of Greene’s there are some lines which have been 
printed by editors, after minor emendation, thus; 

O VOS qui colitis lacusque locosque profundos, 

Infemasque domus et nigra palatia Ditis! 

On which one editor remarked that no emendation 
could relieve the verses of the false quantity in ‘lacus’ 
— which shows that Classical Greats is not always 
a sufficient training for textual criticism. For it is 
evident that in this passage ‘locos profundos’ has no 
meaning: what we want is ‘lucos’ for the sense, and for 
the metre the inversion ‘lucosque lacusque’. The line 
is based on a phrase of Cicero, ‘lacus lucosque colitis’. 
The change from ‘lucos’ to ‘locos’ is a mere printer’s 
error, but tlie inversion must be laid to the charge of 
the author, for it is due to too close a following of the 
prose original. 

I think that a careful consideration of these three 
examples will teach us something in respect to the 
principles — or shall I say the limiting conditions.^ — of 
emendation, and I propose to use them as illustrations 
in seeking answers to certain questions. In the first 
place: What makes an emendation acceptable.^ I do 
not, of course, mean the appeal to sentiment or com- 
monplace that pleases by removing a phrase jarring to 
the feelings or calling for mental effort at comprehen- 
sion. One critic would have Hamlet ‘hot’ instead of 
‘fat’, another ‘faint’, another ‘fey’; and when Collier 
forged in the Perkins folio the emendation ‘blankness’, 
for the line. 

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of tlic dark, 
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an eminent actor, so I have heard, declared that lie had 
liappily removed wliat had always been a stumbling- 
block in Macbeih. Such things are mere folly. By an 
acceptable emendation I mean, of course, one that 
strikes a trained intelligence as supplying exactly the 
sense required by the context, and which at the same 
time reveals to the critic the manner in which the 
corruption arose. Most readers of Henry V feel in- 
stinctively the justness of Theobald’s emendation, and 
few would question the appropriateness of Bullen’s; 
the third is supported by the detection of the source. 
That this source at once explains the harder part of the 
corruption is my excuse for thrusting the trifle on your 
consideration; ov /cat fj.r) 6v is rather a brilliant inter- 
pretation than a strict emendation; tlte cliange from 
babld’ to ‘table’ is perhaps more obvious to us than it 
was to Tlieobald. 


The criterion of acceptance is liigli, and it is neces- 
sary that criticism should insist rigorouslv upon the 
conditions, for unless they are fulfilled there can be no 
certainty about the emendation, and there may be half 
a dozen, or half a hundred, with claims upon our atten- 
tion. But of course comparatively few emendations 
really satisfy the test. This is a point I wish to stress, 
because I do not think that criticism has always faced 
the implications of its own methods. It is apt to forget 
two facts which it would nevertheless not dispute. 
Une IS that even the most careful authors do some- 
times wnie sentences which it is impossible to regard 

thnr!^ perfectly satisfactory sense: the otlifr is 

r\Z "^“st sometimes occur through agencies 

d at by them nature it is impossible to trace. Even 
Milton h^ Hermione’ where he should have had 'Har- 
monia , but no one now follows Bentley in therefore 
dismissing the passage as spurious. And if we were to 
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cast out of Shakespeare’s text all phrases which we 
should hesitate to admit into it as emendations, I think 
that W'e should leave some considerable gaps in the 
canon. On the other hand, who shall say what chance 
words overheard in the printing-house may have found 
their wav into a compositor’s brain and so out at his 
fingers.^ In all likelihood there are on record more — 
perhaps many more — actually correct emendations 
that fail to pass the test, than there are that emerge 
successful: they are correct but we can never know 
that they are. This comes out clearly, I think, in a 
textual study of Massinger. We are so fortunate as to 
possess several hundred corrections made with liis own 
hand in the original editions of liis plays, but among 
those of any consequence I think there are not very 
many that an editor would feel bound to accept on 
strictly critical principles. And it is significant that 
several correct emendations proposed by Massinger s 
early editors were subsequently rejected in what re- 
mains the standard edidon. Meanwhile, if we demand 
that a true emendation shall explain the corruption, we 
are left wondering how in one place the word ‘Con- 
stantinople’ came to be subsdtuted for the word 


‘Court’. , , I 1 

A second consideradon suggested by the ernenda- 

dons with which I started brings me to what is the real 

subject of my address. It is diis. When we have 

satisfied ourselves that an emendation is acceptable, 

the next question we ought to ask is what it imp^s 

with respect to the history and origin of the text. We 

may find that it implies something that is contrary to 

known fact, or at least something that conflicts witli 

the implications ofother emendations, or with evidence 

from some different source. Thus Theobald semenda- 
tion, though he may not have realized it, implies tliat 
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the folio text of Henry set up from a manuscript 

written in the ordinary English liand of tlie period. In 
the circumstances this is, of course, what we should 
expect. But, had we reason to suppose that tlie copy 
supplied to the printer was prepared in modern spell- 
ing on a typewriter, tlie emendation would lose most 
of its plausibility. Again, if there were independent 
evidence that the second edition of Doctor Faustus was 
a naive print from die same manuscript that served as 
copy for the first, we should liave seriously to consider 
whether 'Occonomy' was not original, and 'Oncay- 
rnaon' but a freakish misreading. Lastly, the seem- 
ingly trivial emendation ‘lucosque lacusque’, or rather 
the whole reconstruction of the passage in which it 
occurs, bears quite a formidable weight of implication. 
It implies an illiterate compositor and a singular 
absence of proof correction; it implies, on the odier 
hand, some scholarly revision of the copy, for below a 
superficial layer of printer’s errors this Latin is in better 
order than, for instance, a corresponding passage of 
Italian in the same play; and lastly it implies an 
^tJior whose composition was governed more by die 
i^radt^ than by an instinct for metre. In fact it implies 

or at least suggests, something like a complete history 
of the text, ^ 


Tlie central point at which I am aiming is this* that 
no emendation can, or ought to be, considered in 
vacuo, but tliat criticism must always proceed in rela- 
tion to what we know, or what we surmise, respecting 
the history of the text. True, we surmise more often 
than we know, and a sufficient number of acceptable 
emendations would form a good enough ground for 
die revision of any textual theory. But we ought to 

“ emendation is leading us. 
It is no use proposing emendations in die hope that 
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Upon some theory they may prove possible. There are 
texts whose data are so simple, or whose history is so 
unknown, that a minimum of restraint is placed upon 
the invention of the critic. But where the available 
evidence is at all full, no one has a right to ask us to 
accept any emendation without attempting to show 
that its implications are not inconsistent with known 
facts or contrary to common sense. And if a criuc is so 
bold as to propose several emendations in the same text, 
he may fairly be challenged to prove that they do not 
involve mutually contradictory theories of its origin. 

I shall devote the remainder of the hour your kind- 
ness has placed at my disposal to grouping Shake- 
speare’s plays in accordance with what is usually 
assumed to be their textual history, and to considering 
very briefly the limits which the conditions in each 
group impose upon the freedom of emendation, and 
what in fact the practice of editors has been. 

In doing so I shall confine my attention to the canon 
of the first folio, leaving out of account Pericles, the 
textual history of which is anomalous without being 
very enlightening. We are left then with thirty^x 
plays, which I propose to divide into four groups. 1 he 
first class consists of seventeen plays wh^h were 
printed for the first time in the folio of 1623. They are, 
The Tempest, The Two Gentlemen of V crona, 
for Measure, The Comedy of Errors, As you 
All's Well that Ends Well, Twelfth Ntght and The 
Winter's Ta/e among the comedies; KingJohn,i tpnry 
VI, and Henry VUI among the histories; and Corto- 
lanus, TimonofAthens,Julius Caesar, Macbeth, Antony 
and Cleopatra, and Cymbetine among the tragedip. In 
n.y second class each play had been prevtously .ssued 
in a separate edition and it was from quarto tha 
the folio text was printed. Nine plays belong he , 
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give them in tlie chronological order of their appear- 
ance: Titus AndronicuSy Rickard JI^ Richard 111, 

I Henry IV , Love's Labour 's Lost, The Merchant of 
V {nice. Much Ado about Nothing, A Midsummer- 
Night's Dream, and King Lear. The third class con- 
sists of three plays which the folio printed, not from 
the previous quarto text, but from an independent 
manuscript representing substantially the same ver- 
sion : namely, 2 Henry IV, Troilus and Cressida, and 
Othello. Lastly, we have a fourth class, each play of 
which survives in two different versions, one an 
authoritative text, wliether quarto or folio, and the 
other a bad text, which, whatever its precise nature, 
may be fairly described in tlie famous phrase as ‘stolen 
and surreptitious . This class, which of course offers 
by far the best hunting to the textual detective, has 
se\^n members, to wit: The Taming of the Shrew, 2 and 

Henry V, The Merry 
IVives of Windsor, and finally Hamlet. 

I wish to make it clear that in this classification I am 
not giving you results of my own investigations or 
even expressing my own views. I am merely gaiherincr 
the best cntical opinion on various points that I can 
find, in order to use it as a basis for certain further 
inquiries. It does not matter much, if at all, wliether 
the assumptions are in every case correct; I think 
however, that when a critic has had the opportunity of 
considering and comparing the views of investigators 
such as the Cambndge editors, P. A. Daniel, Mr. 
Pollard, and Mr. Dover Wilson, he should be in a fair 
position to form at least a provisional judgement. It is 
true that in respect to Class IV I have tafcn into con- 
sideration some comparatively recent speculation : I do 
not, however, ask you to accept this as certain but 
only to consider what follows su^pposing it to be irue 
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Class I, in which we have but a single text of each 
play, is the least interesting from our present point of 
view, for the textual data impose the minimum of re- 
striction on conjecture. It is the happy hunting ground 
of the irresponsible editor, since his fancy can seldom 
be shown to conflict with textual logic. Yet even here 
there are some critical decencies, to be observed. 
Emendation should be relative to the general nature 
and preservation of the text: a conjecture that was 
plausible in a corrupt text such as Macbeth might be 
inadmissible in a play like The Tempest^ which rnay 
have been set up from Shakespeare’s own manuscript. 
Of positive guides, beyond general suitability, there 
are perhaps only two: a knowledge of the errors a 
compositor is likely to make in setting the type, and 
a knowledge of those he is likely to make in reading 
his copy. There may be more to be discovered with 
respect to the first of these: our only appreciable ad- 
vance of late has been the recognition of the fact that 
apparent errors of the ear are often due to the com- 
positor trying to carry too many words in bis mmd at 
once. On the other liand much attention has recently 
been given to the problem of misreading, and though 
the study of manuscript forms may not have quite 
made good the promise held out by some enthusiasts, 
there can be no question as to its importance. Every 
critic of the texts with which we are concerned ought 
in the first place to make himself tlioroughly familiar 
with the various contemporary styles of writing, whicli 
is easy enough; with the type of hand which Shake- 
speare must have written, a matter not seriously in 
doubt; and, if possible, with the hand Shakespeare 
actually wrote, about which the less said on this occa- 
sion the better. But though excellent use has some- 
times been made of the ductus Uterarum, 1 incline to 
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think tliac, while the method sliould always be ready 
to ilie critic’s hand, it cannot often be paraded with 
effect. Its value is greater as a liint than as a proof. 
Now and then, indeed, a consideration of manuscript 
forms may cast a sudden light upon the obscurities of 
type. One of Heywood’s printed plays has the start- 
ling peculiarity that in place of ‘Actus 4' and ‘5’ we 
have ‘Actus 46’ and ‘56’. If, however, we turn to his 
manuscript plays and observe the symbols he used for 
cjuartus and ‘quintus’, w’e shall wonder, not tliat they 
were once misprinted ‘46’ and ‘56’, but that tliey were 
ever printed as anything else. But it is seldom that we 
meet such an illuminating example as this. 

I shall for the moment pass over Class II and con- 
sider Class III, consisting of those plays for which we 
have two basic texts printed from independent manu- 
^ripts but representing essentially the same version. 
Here then quarto and folio are independent witnesses 
to a common tradition, a fact that puts a fairly ti^ht 
curb on emendation. As a rule one text may be ex- 
pected to correct the other. In cases of failure the two 
may have a common error, or different errors. If the 
latter, emendation is specifically limited by the neces- 
sity of accounting for botli corruptions. Common 
errors must be supposed to go back to the author’s 
ongmal or very near it. This is, of course, not un- 
likely, but it should make us scrutinize rather closely 
the evidence on which error is assumed. And even 
when we are satisfied that corruption is present, it will 
be well to consider wliat interpretation was placed 
upon the text, as preserved, by the compositors and 

scnbes who transmitted it, and by tlie actors who 
probably used it. 

In 2 Nenry IV there are a number of errors com- 
mon to tlie two texts. Perhaps die most striking is 
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wliere a speech that undoubtedly belongs to Bardolph 
is assigned to Poins. And since the quarto is clearly 
derived from a prompt-copy and the folio represents 
a further stage-revision oi the play, we cannot but 
wonder into what actor’s part tlie speech was copied 
and who actually spoke it at the Globe. Not all the 
alleged errors are equally certain, but if editors have 
thouglu themselves obliged to resort to a considerable 
amount of conjecture, it has not been without some 
show of reason. Indeed, their practice appears to me 
less consistent with a belief in two independent wit- 
nesses, than with the assumption that the folio text is 
somehow based with revision upon that preserved in 
the quarto. And in this connexion it is possibly sig- 
nificant that I have been unable to find a good instance 


of divergent error in the two. 

In Troilus and Cressida there is at least one instance 
in which the quarto and the folio have different read- 
ings, both certainly wrong, and there may be others. 
And although I cannot think that editors have always 
been right in the common errors they have supposed, 
it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that these are by 


no means uncommon. 

ments in spelling and punctuation seem to me to raise 
a difficulty in the way of supposing that the only rela- 
tion between the texts is that of a common source to 
the manuscripts used as copy- Uncertainty on t us 
point has important consequences. Take for example 

the w’onderful speech of Cressida: 

Sweet, bid me hold my tongue; 

For in this rapture I shall surely speak 
The thing I shall repent. See, sec, your sdenc^ 
Cunning in dumbness, from my weakness dnv,5 
My very soul of counsel! Stop my mouth. 

‘Cunning’ is Pope’s emendation for the original ‘Com- 
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ming’, but the expression ‘coming’ was quite usual in 
the sense of forward, apt. The emendation does give 
a more perfect sense, and if the text rested upon a 
single witness we could be content to accept it; if, how- 
ever, the reading has double authority it should, I think, 
be retained. 

Othello, the remaining play of this group, stands 
textually in sharp contrast to those we have just been 
considering. Among readings of any importance I 
think there are only four in which the Cambridge 
editors felt constrained to emend a reading supported 
by the two authorities, and in not one of these cases is 
it certain that they were right, A typical instance is 
seen in lago’s words; 

My wife must move for Cassio to her mistress; 

I’ll set her on ; 

Myself awhile to draw the Moor apart. 

And bring him jump when he may Cassto find 
Soliciting his wife: . . . 

Instead of ‘awhile’ Theobald proposed to read ‘tlie 
while’. Tliis does, indeed, give a slightly better con- 
struction and has, I believe, been generally accepted. 
Yet it is clearly impossible to say tliat Shakespeare 
cannot have written the text as it stands. In the case of 
Othello, therefore, there is every reason to suppose 
that quarto and folio are independent witnesses to the 
author’s original, and conversely that the original came 
near to being textually perfect. It is useful to bear this 

fact in mind when considering such controverted 
lines as: 

A fellow almost damn’d in a fair wife; 

and ; 

Put out the light, and then put out tlte light. . , . 
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I must now revert to our second group of plays, 
which really forms a transition class between I and III. 
Its nine members agree in this, that a quarto and not an 
independent manuscript served as copy for the folio 
text, but tlicy difler widely in the extent to which that 
copy was corrected and rev'ised from some otlicr 
source. At one end of the scale we have i Henry IV , 
for w'hich a quarto was reprinted almost without altera- 
tion, at the other end King Lear, the copy for which 
was so extensively revised and expanded that many 
critics have been led to believe tliat the folio text was 
printed from an independent manuscript. Between 
these extremes lie Love's Labour's Lost, Much Ado 
about Nothing, A Midsummer-Night' s Dream, and The 
Merchant of Venice, in all of which the folio contains 
corrections and stage-directions derived from the play- 
house; Richard II Richard III, which have quite 
definitely been revised; and Titus Andronicus, in which 
a whole new scene has been added. In i HerirylVmc 
textual problem is essentially the same as in Class 1. 
But even here, and progressively through die other 
members of the class, there is always die possibility 
that a folio variant may be a fragment of an inde- 
pendent textual tradition, and moreover one which an 
editor, working w'ithin a few years of the author s 
death and in close touch with his fellow actors, thought 
superior to that of the quarto. This is no ground why 
we should necessarily prefer the folio reading, but it is 
a ground for giving it respectful consideration, in 
Lear we reach a critical position almost analogous to 
that in Othello. Divergence between quarto a^ loho 
will imply divergence of textual tradition. Un tne 
other hand agreement between the two cannot (.as in 
Class III) be assumed to mean fidelity to the ongina , 
since it is certain that not all the variants of the mcie- 
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pendent manuscript will have beep transferred to the 
copy used for the folio. 

Both the fact that tlic folio text of Lear was printed 
from the first quarto, and that the revision of this 
quarto by comparison w'ith the playhouse manuscript 
was not perfect, are proved by an interesting biblio- 
graphical accident. For certain sheets of the first 
quarto exist both in a corrected and an uncorrccted 
state, and some of these uncorrccted readings survive 
in the folio, only partially assimilated to the corrected 
form. Thus the end of one line was originally set 
up in the quarto as ‘come and tends seruise’, but was 
later corrected to ‘commands her seruice’. Here 
the folio prints ‘commands, tends, seruice’, show- 
ing that the compositor had before him an originally 
uncorrccted copy which had been brought only 
partially into agreement widi the true reading. 
Moreover, imperfect correction of the copy can be 
traced in a number of other passages. Since Theobald, 
Lear has said: 

What, have his daughters brought him to this pass.^ 

But the quarto reads ‘What, his daughters’, and the 
folio Ha s his Daughters’. Evidently the corrector 
intending to insert ‘has’ after ‘What’, accidentally sub- 
stituted it for that word. (Theobald’s ‘have’ is a mere 
sophistication.) 

But if these inferences are correct, as I believe they 
are, it is extraordinary liow seldom editors have agreed 
in rejecting readings of any consequence warranted 
by botli texts. In one place 'Historica passio' is an 
obvious error for 'Hysterica passio*, and there 
are certainly some similar mistakes in punctuation 
but the collection is a small one and even so includes 
some doubtful examples, A crucial instance is in 
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Edmund’s speech, which tlie more conservative editors 
print as follows: 

Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed 
And my invention thrive, Edmund the base 
Shall to the legirimate. I grow; I prosper: 

Now, gods, stand up for bastards! 


For my own part I cannot quite reconcile myself to 
this, tliough at the same time I do not feel certain of 
the admirable emendation ‘shall top the legitimate , 
first proposed by Edwards and adopted into the text by 
Capell and the Cambridge editors. Be this as it may, 
it seems to me that the text of King Lear is consider- 
ably better than on our textual theory it has any right 
to be, and I think there still remains a problem for in- 


vestigation. • • 11 • 

We now come to our fourth class, that highly im- 
portant group of plays that have reached us in two 
quite different versions. The view of the older critics, 
that one of these versions represented an early draft 
subsequently remodelled, has gradually given place to 
the theory that it is a mangled text based somehow 
upon an actual representation and superseded by one 
published with authority. According to the 
view the inferior version is chronologically antecedent 
to the other; according to the latter it 
presupposing the otlier, though the possibility ot suD- 
sequeni revision is not excluded. This may be taken 
to represent in general the current opinion 
Romeo ondJuUee, Henry V, The Merry l^ee af 
mndsor, and Hamlet. It is only of late, and mainly 

through the investigations of Mr. ’ 

that the theory has been extended to cover Tam g 

of the Shrew and the two later pa«s 

l 4 s not yet passed into the mortmain of orthodoxy. 
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and I do not ask you to accept it as more than a pro- 
visional hypothesis. Neither would I suggest that a 
single history applies, except perhaps in barest out- 
line, to all seven plays. Indeed it is plain upon the face 
of it that the critical data are not at all points analogous. 
If the quarto Taming of a Shrew is a derivative text 
based substantially upon The Taming of the Shrcw^ as 
■we know it in the folio, there has been far more 
elaborate writing up of the derived material than is 
found, for example, in Henry H. Certain features in 
The Merry JVives suggest that the quarto text may 
have been vamped up by the actor of a particular part, 
and the same theory has been applied to some other 
plays. On the other hand, if an actor played the traitor 
in The Merry IVives it is clear that he relied on memory 
alone, wliereas in Hamlet he may have made use of his 
written part. This possibility suggests that the first 
quarto of Hamlet at least may be a very composite 
text, and that, though undoubtedly a bad egg, it is of 
the curate’s variety. The choruses o( Henry which 
to some extent mark the act structure in the folio, 
find no place in the quarto : on the other hand ^ Shrew 
preserv’es the conclusion of the framework-action 
which it is natural to suppose must once liave been 

present in The Shrcw^ though there is no trace of it in 
the folio. 

But great as is the diversity of individual cases there 
are, if the modem dieory is correct, certain funda- 
mental features in common. In all seven plays w'e have 
on the one hand an authoritative text derived by tran- 
scription or printing from the author’s original, and 
on the other a vamped text at least one step in the 
transmission of w’hich is memorial. The critical im- 
plications of these assumptions are obvious. Where 
the texts differ, one possesses vastly greater authority 
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than the other: where they agree, we not only have 
direct transcriptional witness to what the author wrote, 
but we know, subject to certain possible exceptions, 
that tliis was what was actually spoken on the stage. In 
the latter case, before resorting to emendation, we shall 
be not only justified but bound to go to lengths of inter- 
pretation which would be altogether fantastic in Classes 
I and II, and would be doubtful even in Class III. 

The seven plays of our fourth group fall into two 
divisions. In Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet the bad 
quarto was superseded after about a couple of years by 
a good quarto containing a text substantially identical 
witli that later printed in the folfo. For these, there- 
fore, we possess three several authorities, and to them 
I shall return. In the other five plays die bad quarto 
was only superseded by the good text printed in the 
folio. These present a rather simpler problem. Al- 
though, of course, each has features of its own, we can 
only on this occasion examine a single play as more or 
less representative of its class. Henry V will serve as 

well as any. . , r i- 

There are, of course, a number of errors m the tolio 

text, and it is only to be expected that in some instances 

the correct reading should survive in the quarto. 

Editors have indeed made pretty free use of the latter, 

sometimes with full justification, sometimes perhaps 

indiscreetly. When, according to the folio, Corporal 

Nym says: 

It must be as it may, though patience be a tyred name, yet 
shee will plodde. 


he is talking nonsense, and when for ‘name the quarto 
has ‘mare', the graphic simUarity suggests that it pr 
serves the correct reading. On the other hand we may 
take such a passage as diis: 
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Boy. Doe you not remember a saw a Flea siicke vpon 
Bardolphs Nose, and a said it was a blacke Soule burning 
in Hell. 

Bard. Well, the fuell is gone that maintain’d lli.it fire: 
that’s all the Riches I got in liis seruice. 

In place of ‘Hell’ Capell introduced ‘hell fire’ from the 
quarto, and in view of Bardolph’s reply all later editors 
seem to have felt constrained to accept the alteration. 
They may have been right, but I do not think they 
were justified. 

In one place the quarto supplies a speech of Nj’m’s 
that seems necessary to the sense, and this perhaps 
justifies the insertion from the same source of a line in 
Henry’s great speech on the feast of Crispian, though 
it is certainly not indispensable. I tliink the most 
interesting case is the passage which stands in tlie folio 
as follows: 

Bedfyord'^. Farewell good Salisbury^ & good luck go with 
thee: 

And yet I doe thee wrong, to mind thee of it. 

For tliou art fram'd of the firme truth of valour. 
ExeXterX Farewell kind Lord: fight valiantly to day. 
Bedf, He is as full of Valour as of Kindnesse, 

Princely in both. 

Tlie quarto gives the second and third lines in the 
mangled form: 

And yet in truth, I do thee wrong. 

For thou art made on the [t]ruc sparkes of honour 

and also alters the speakers; but what is significant is 
that it tacks tliese lines on to the words spoken in the 
folio by Exeter; and in so doing it is clearly right. 
How, then, did they get misplaced in the folio > One 
naturally supposes that they were a marginal addi- 
uon in the manuscript, the position of which the 
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compositor mistook. If so they afford further evi- 
dence that the quarto is dependent on the final version 
of the pla\% and not on an earlier draft. 

As regards emendation, I cannot find that any read- 
ing rejected by editorial consensus is supported by a 
clear agreement of the original texts. But there are 
three cases of what I may call disguised agreement, 
and in each of these I think that editors have been 
wrong. I can only call attention to one now ; the most 
interesting and perhaps the most doubtful. On the 
eve of Agincourt, Fluellen and Gower meet in tlie 
English camp, and the folio reads: 

Gower. Captaine Fluellen. 

Flu. ’So, in tlie Name of lesu Christ, speake fewer: . . . 

Malone and modern editors alter this to speak lower . 
But Mower’, which comes from the third quarto, is 
merely a compositor’s emendation for Mewer’ in the 
first quarto, and tliis would seem to be a misprint for 
‘fewer’ as in the folio. There is no difficulty in the 
reading ‘fewer’ itself, in the sense of less, ‘fewer 
words’; the supposed necessity of reading ‘lower’ 
arises from Gower’s subsequent promise ‘I will speake 
lower’, and from Holinshed’s report of an order ‘that 
no noise or clamor should be made in the host’. It 
would be interesting to write a full commentary on the 
passage, but here it must suffice to observe that Fluel- 
len does not censure Gower for shouting but lor 
‘tiddle tadle’ and ‘pibble bable’, and that tlie humour 
of it is that all the time it is Fluellen who babbles, while 
Gower can hardly get a word in edgeways. 

In Henry V at least the textual phenomena are what 
we should expect from the assumed history. I may, 
however, repeat the warning that we must not expect 
the phenomena to be altogether constant throughout 
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the group, and tliat in every particular play editorial 
practice should be governed by a detailed examination 
of the textual data. 

Our last two plays agree in possessing three several 
authorities for the text. But they differ markedly as to 
the nature of these authorities. In both cases we have 
a bad quarto superseded by a good one, but whereas in 
Hamlet the folio was printed from a manuscript and 
shows important differences, in Romeo and Juliet it was 
set up almost without alteration from the authorized 
quarto text. The latter, therefore, presents a com- 
paratively simple problem, for the relation of the good 
quarto to the folio is that of the simplest cases of 
Class II, and need not further concern us, while the 
relation of the quartos to one another is essentially the 
same as in Henry V, 

There is, however, one peculiarity of Romeo and 

Juliet which gives it a unique interest for the critic 

namely that the bad quarto of 1597 served to some 

extent as copy for the good quarto of 1599. This fact 

was first observed by a German writer lialf a century 

ago, but it has only recently shown signs of creepinc 

into critical consciousness. The evidence is supplied 

by a number of bibliographical peculiarities, the most 

obvious being that certain speeches are printed in italic 

m both quartos, and it is to my mind conclusive But 

It applies to only a small part of the play, namely the 

first two sheets of the first quarto. It seems clear that 

some editor was commissioned to prepare the copy for 

an authorized quarto, and for iliis purpose was pro- 

v.ded wuh the ■ 597 edition and a playhouse manu- 

senpt. He began by taking the printed text and 

thh ^he ^ “Tecung ^d expanding it by comparison 

sTt^t R h ^ g°' •° 'he end of 

sheet B he decided tliat it would be less trouble to make 
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a transcript of die latter. This he proceeded to do 
through the remainder of the play, though I will not 
say tliat he may not have used other fragments of the 
printed text, and I am certain that he consulted it on 
occasions when the manuscript was obscure. 

Tliis bibliographical induction is borne out in a 
rather remarkable way by the textual evidence of a 
number of corruptions common to the two quartos. 
When Romeo meets Capulet’s servant he asks him 
whither the guests are invited, and the conversation 
proceeds: 

Serv. Up. 

Rom. Whitlier? 

Serv. To supper; to our house. 

This is Theobald’s arrangement of the text, and it is 
very likely correct: the quartos make the words ‘to 
supper’ part of Romeo’s speech. There are two other 
common errors within a few lines of this, and the next 
scene is marked by an agreement of the texts in several 
peculiar spellings, the most notable being ‘a leauen’ (or 
‘a leuen’) for eleven. All these occur in sheet B. In the 
remainder of the play, eight sheets, there is one com- 
mon error (to which I shall return), and one, or 
possibly two, partial agreements in abnormal spellings. 

The conclusion is obvious. 

This peculiar textual history should prepare us tor 
somediing unusual in the readings. We find ® 

frequent use which editors have made of die bad 
quarto in their endeavour to emend the good one. 
The cases are ten or twelve times as numerous as in 
Henry V and mostly of much greater importance. 
The Cambridge editors are fairly conservative m the 
matter, but I have counted xi8 instances (trivialities 
apart) in which they have replaced a reading ottne 
second quarto by what is substantially that of the nrst, 
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or about one in every tueniy-five lines. Of course 
nothing like all tliese are really needed, but I think that 
about a third are inevitable; and if it is once admitted 
that the first quarto is right in two score cases, there is 
no particular reason to jib at six score. 

The most certain corrections supplied by the first 
quarto are not as a rule tlie most interesting, though 
diey include such readings as ‘chaples' (i.e. chaplcss) 
ror chapels and pay’ tor ‘pray\ But there seems no 
reason to question the correctness of die line: 


Hence will I to my ghostly father’s cell, 

which editors have taken mainly from the first quarto 
for the reading of the second, ‘my ghostly Friers close 
cell , can only have originated, one supposes, in in- 
ability to deciplicr tlie playhouse manuscript. At the 
same time there are a few passages in which I think 
editors have done wrong to desert the primary 
authority, for instance in the Friar’s reproof to Romeo • 


^ she knew well, 

1 hy loue did reade by rote, that could not spell: 

where most editors since Pope have printed the less 
speu"^"' reading of die first quarto, and could not 

The one common error in the later sheets of die 
P appea^ in a passage that raises a number of 
textual problems. Mercutio’s conjuring of the in- 
visible lover so far as it can with decency be quoted 

Cambridge editors as follows: uie 

Romeo! humours! madman! passion! lover! 

Appear thou in die likeness of a sigh- 

Crt^h,^r“' ^ satisfied; 

Cry but ay me! pronounce but ‘love’ and ‘dove’- 


lOO 
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Speak to my gossip Venus one fair word, 

One nick-name for her purblind son and heir, 
Young Adam Cupid, he that shot so trim 
When King Cophetua loved tlie beggar-maid! 

I am not going to argue whether ‘Adam Cupid’ is 
riglu, though I think it may be: the point is that it is 
an emendation for 'Abraham: Cupid’, a reading in 
which the two quartos agree literatim et punctuatim. 
Now, two things are evident, namely that this as it 
stands cannot be correct, and that the second quarto 
must have copied it from the first. Is this, then, a 
passage for which the editor in i599 tised a fragment 
of the printed edition.^ The suggestion is ruled out 
by other readings which prove tliat the compositor 
of the second quarto had manuscript copy before him. 
Thus the fourth line is substantially taken from the 
first quarto; the second quarto reads: 

Crie but ay me, prouaunt, but loue and day, 

where ‘prouaunt’ and ‘day’ are certainly graphicerrors. 
It is clear that the editor was liaving unusual difficul- 
ties with the playhouse copy in this passage— it must 
have been mutilated or defaced — and that when lie 
came to young Cupid lie boldly turned to the printed 
text for guidance. But if this is so, we shall do well to 
examine very carefully the readings in which the 
second quarto differs from the first. Alrea y, apar 
from the fourth line, editors have borrowed from the 
first quarto ‘shot so trim’ and ‘son and heir , but Mey 
have followed the second quarto in the first line, w here 

the first quarto has; 

Romeo, madman, humors, passion, liuer, . . . 

Noting the slight change of order, which cmphasiKS 
the descent from man to his complaints, mere see 
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a good deal to be said for the reading ‘liuer', tliis being, 
of course, the seat of the disease of love. And again in 
the last line we may wonder whether ‘begger wench’, 
as in die first quarto, is not more in accord witli Mer- 
cutio’s humour than die more conventional ’beggar- 
maid’. The latter, familiar from the ballad, would no 
doubt have come more readily from the editor’s pen. 

Among the plays of Class IV Romeo and Juliet is 
remarkable in that the bad text seems a good deal 
better, and the good text a good deal worse, than we 
are accustomed to find. I fancy it offers opportunities 
of critical exploration which have not yet been ex- 
hausted. 

Discussion of Shakespeare usually comes round in 
the end to Hamlet; and for us too the wheel is come 
full circle. Hamlet is not only, from the literary point 
of view, the most discussed play in the canon, it is also 
the one that presents the most complex problem to the 
textual student. It is the only play for which we 
possess three ostensibly independent audiorities. And 
the earliest of these texts, the bad egg, appears to be of 
a more complex or variable badness than the other 
members of that addled silting: or else its quality has 
been submitted to more minute examination. This is 
a topic upon which I cannot enter now. The theory 

which I wish toexamine, without necessarily acceptinc 

IS that the good second quarto was printed direct from 
Miakespeare s autograph, that the folio was printed 
from a playhouse manuscript copied from tha> auto- 
graph, which had undergone certain alteration in the 

ZIT constant use as a prompt- 

book, and that the bad first quarto is in the main based 

^ h.ch had been transcribed from the same prompt- 
copy tn Its original state. The actual textual history 
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must be a good deal more complicated than this, but 
I wish at present merely to inquire how far this theory 
will ‘work’ in view of the variant readings found in the 
authorities and the emendations that have found 
favour with editors. In this investigation I have had 
the benefit of studying an important essay by Professor 
Dover Wilson on ‘Spellings and Misprints in the 

Second Quarto of Hamlet'. 

There are five classes of readings that throw light on 
our problem, namely: agreements of the first quarto 
and the folio against the second quarto, agreements of 
the two quartos against the folio, agreements of the 
second quarto and the folio v.'hich editors have rejected 
in favour of the first quarto, agreements of the second 
quarto and the folio which editors liave rejected with- 
out seeking help from the first quarto, and agreements 
of all three texts which editors have rejected. 

It is a curious fact that where the second quarto and 
die folio differ the support of the first quarto is almost 
exactly balanced between them: in fifty-five instances 
it agrees with the other quarto, in fifty-seven with the 
folio. If our dieory is correct its agreements with the 
folio are not of much significance, since both go bacK 
ultimately to the prompt-book; all that the first quarto 
can show is that the folio reading is not due to the 
compositor and that it could pass muster on the stage. 
Analysis seems to show that the great rnajority of m 
stances (44 out of 57) are due either to nusprmts m die 
second quarto or to small variants introduced ^ 
scribing the prompt-copy. There are also ! 

errors originating in that operation. Thcmostint 

esting result is that tlie prompt-copy 
undergone some authoritative revision befoire 

copyi 4 of 'he pa"S' f®' 'h'"’" 

or so in wliich readings of the autograph appear to 
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have been deliberately altered. If Mr. Dover Wilson 
is right, one of the prompt-book errors was the sub- 
stitution of snatches of old ‘tunes’ for ‘lauds’ through 
a misreading of Sliakespeare’s writing. The correc- 
tions or alterations are all instructive: I ha%’C only 
space to mention that Shakespeare seems originally to 
have written ‘fearefuU Porpencine’, and that ‘fretful!’ 
was a happy second thought. 

The variants in which die first quarto supports the 
second against the folio are of much greater impor- 
tance, since on our theory agreement of the quartos 
establishes the reading of the prompt-book. Apart 
from chance coincidence, of which there may be a few 
examples, variation in the folio implies eitlier a mis- 
print in that text or an alteration subsequent to die 
preparation of the actors’ parts. Misprints account for 
nearly half the cases; the rest are divided about equally 
between small editorial tinkerings, very likely made in 
preparing the playhouse manuscript for press, and 
alterations made in it in the course of its twenty years 
of use as a prompt-book. The distinction of these 
classes is of course conjectural. The most interesting 
misprint is the substitution of ‘Landlesse’ for ‘lawe- 
lesse resolutes, due, it would seem, to the easy misread- 
ing of lawe as land’. Among editorial changes there 
are a couple that suggest that the speech with which 
Hamlet leaves Ophelia, after consigning her to a nun- 
nery , had become partly obliterated in the manuscript. 
Ihe dozen or so major alterations are important, 
ohakespeare himself, it would seem, altered ‘quietly 
interrd to ‘quietly enurn’d’, and perhaps made the 
necessary correction in the ‘dayly Cast of Brazon 
^annon , where ‘cost’ had got into the acted version, 
cut he surely had no hand in the ‘too too solid Flesh*. 
A vision of Burbage’s waist-band should suffice to 
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prove that, editors notwithstanding, Shakespeare can 
never have meant to write ‘solid’ here. It is a desperate 
guess for the unintelligible ‘sallied’ of the quartos. 
The problem is therefore one of emendation and I 
shall return to it. 

There are eight passages in which the Cambridge 
editors have adopted a reading of the first quarto to 
the exclusion of one supported by the second quarto 
and the folio. One of these is clearly necessary, but 
the error is an easy one and may well have arisen in- 
dependently in the two more authoritative te.xts. The 
other seven should be rejected. Three or four are mere 
mischievous normalizations; one is an exceedingly in- 
genious conjecture, for which the editors have not 
been given the credit they deserve, but wliich is at the 
same lime rather hazardous. Of the rest the most 
crucial is in the Play scene, where in reply to Ophelia s 
‘Still better, and worse’, Hamlet snaps: 

So you must take your husbands. 

Here ‘must take’ was introduced by Pope from the first 
quarto in place of ‘mistake’ as in the other texts. But 
surely Capell was right in printing ‘mis-take’; Hamlet 
means: ‘For better or worse! Why, that’s the silly 

way you choose husbands.’ 

There are ten instances, where the first quarto 
affords no help, in which the Cambridge editors Iiave 
rejected a reading certified by both the second 
and the folio. Some are trivial; once or twice Miake- 
speare and the prompter w'ere both certainly nodding; 
but ‘good kissing carrion’ I am inclined to believe is 
correct, and ‘cauiary’ should not be altered to caviare , 
a form very rare in Shakespeare’s day. Only one is of 
first-rate interest. Polonius hides behind the ar^s with 
the words: ‘I’ll silence me even here. Hanmer 
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emended ‘silence’ to ‘sconce’. But, as Dowclcn re- 
marked, only in death could Polonius be really silent, 
and it is just because he cannot ‘silence’ him that he 
dies. The emendation destroys die dramatic irony of 
the phrase. 

There are even diree cases in which the editors have 
rejected a reading which has the warrant of all three 
authorities. In one they did not venture on any 
emendation, and I propose to return to it in a moment. 
One is a trivial matter, a second-folio spelling adopted 
in the teeth of textual evidence. The last is very sig- 
nificant. 

White his shroud as die mountain snow. 

Larded with sweet flowers; 

Which bewept to the grave did go 
With true-love showers. 

So Ophelia sings, at least according to Pope, and such 
no doubt were the words of the song she had in mind, 
supposing it to have been traditional. But in the third 
line all three texts read ‘did not go’, and we are bound 
to believe that not only is this what Shakespeare wrote, 
but wdiat Ophelia actually sang on the stage. It is idle 
to talk of printers and their intrusive negatives; it 
would be equally idle to point out that Massinger once 
committed this very error in his own manuscript: the 
present case cannot be accidental, nor could it escape 
notice. Ophelia is suddenly struck by the inappro- 
priateness of the words she is singing and alters them 
to a liarsh discord. 

This completes what I have to say of the practice of 
editors considered in relation to the textual theory of 
Hamlet with which we began. If tliat theory is true it 
IS clear that editors will have to modify tlieir practice 
considerably. That it is true I will not assert, but we 
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have found nothing in tlie textual evidence that neces- 
sarily contradicts it, and a good deal tJiat is doubtful in 
editorial practice where this conflicts with it. 

I wish in conclusion to consider rwo or three 
emendations or explanations of emendations suggested 
by Professor Dover Wilson in the paper already men- 
tioned. As is well known he has based his work chiefly 
upon an analysis of Shakespeare’s supposed hand- 
writing and spelling, but he has pursued this line 
of inquiry in conjunction with textual theory. For 
example he argues tliai where die second quarto gives 
us wliat may be a misreading of Shakespeare s auto- 
graph it is a facile abdication of critical function to 
accept instead a makeshift reading from the folio. 
Take for instance: 

The terms of our estate may not endure 
Hazard so near us as doth hourly grow 
Out of his lunacies. 


The last word is supplied by the folio; the quarto has 
‘browes’. TJiis of course is impossible, and we may 
suppose that it is just because it is impossible that the 
folio started guessing, but we are bound to do our best 
with it. Mr. Dover Wilson suggests a misreading ot 
‘brawls’. I do not know whether his cori)ecture is 
right, but I am sure that his mediod is sound. 

So with the ‘too too solid flesh’ already glanced a • 

The folio’s ‘solid’ is aguess we musyeiect: the sallied 

of the quartos is unintelligible. But sallies o^cu 
elsewhere in the second quarto 

fused in Shakespeare’s hand. Thus, 

‘sullied’ flesh, it was nvice misread as sa iled and 
finally misem’ended to ‘solid’. Of this explanauon I 

have little doubt. 
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Lastly, what are we to make of the tlireefold witness 
to Polonius’s words? — 

And they In France of the best rank and station 

Are of a most select and generous chief in tliat. 

Mr. Dover Wilson tells us that ‘of a’ is a misreading of 
Shakespeare’s attempt to write ‘often*. I cannot dis- 
cuss the details, but the emendation does not present 
any insuperable difficulty either graphic or metrical. 
What, however, are its textual implications? Granted 
that Shakespeare wrote ‘often’ in such a way that it 
would naturally be read ‘of a’: tlten we have to assume 
that the compositor of tlie second quarto so printed it, 
that tlie scribe of the playhouse manuscript so wrote 
it, that tlie scribe of the actors’ parts accepted the 
reading, and likewise the actors who performed along 
with Shakespeare on die stage, the reporter of the 
representation, and the printer of his version; that 
meanwhile the reading remained unaltered in the 
prompt-copy, and passed muster with the editor and 
compositor of the folio. It would be idle to pretend 
that such a chain of error and persistence in error is not 
improbable; but where the facts are themselves un- 
reasonable we need not be surprised if the explanation 
seems fantastic. It is the implications that are impor- 
tant, and it is Professor Dover Wilson’s chief merit 
that he has courageously faced the consequences of 
his proposals. That renders his work significant even 
where it may prove mistaken, and I make no excuse 
for dwelling upon it here. 

Thus I come back at the end to the point with which 
I started, the interdependence of emendation and 
textual theory. We have considered the many aspects 
that the editorial problem assumes with the shifting 
relations of particular texts, but this interdependence 
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is the one general principle that has emerged from, I 
fear, an o’er-lengthy discussion. To be fruitful the 
task of emendation must be pursued in relation to a 
clear perception of tlie possibilities of textual history; 
otherwise it is as a bow drawn at a venture. It is no 
revolutionary doctrine that I am preaching, and if, so 
far, it has been little reflected in the practice of editors, 
this has been perhaps less through deliberate neglect 
than because the data for its application have been in- 
sufficient. For of one thing at least the preparation of 
this lecture has made me more than ever conscious, the 
need for a fresh and thorough investigation into the 
bibliographical history of the autliorities for Shake- 
speare’s text. 

Note. Dr. J. W. Mackail tells me tliat this instance of 

error in Milton (p. 8i), which I lifted from his Warton 
Lecture, is a bad example. It appears that the mistake is 
found in the only authorities tliat were accessible when 
Milton wrote. 
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‘tear is essentially impossible to be represented on 
J_j a stage’ — and later critics have been mostly of 
Charles Lamb’s opinion. My chief business in this 
Preface will be to justify, if I can, its title there. 

Shakespeare meant it to be acted, and he was a very 
practical playwright. So tiiat should count for some- 
thing. Acted it was, and with success enough for it to 
be presented before the king at Whitehall. (Whatever 
his faults, James I seems to have had a liking for good 
drama.) And Burbage’s performance of King Lear 
remained a vivid memory. At the Restoration it was 
one of the nine plays selected by Davenant for his 
theatre. He had in mind, doubtless, its ‘reforming and 
making fit’ — all of them except Hamlet and Othello 
were to suffer heavily from that. But Downes, his 
prompter, tells us that it was . . Acted exactly as Mr 
Shakespear wrote it . . .’ — several times apparently — 
before Nahum Tate produced his version in 1681. 
This hotch-potch held the stage for the next hundred 
and fifty years and more, though from Garrick’s time 
onwards it would generally be somewhat re-Shake- 
speareanized.* One cannot prove Shakespearean stage- 
wortliiness by citing Tate, but how far is it not Tate 
rather than Shakespeare that Lamb condemns } He has 

> Prefaces to Shakespeare (1927); this extract from the King 
Lear preface was revised in 1935 for the present collection. 

» Elliston and Kean, after a little hesitation, went so far as to 
restore the tragic ending. Then, in 1838, Macready acted 
Shakespeare’s play again. But even he tampered with its struc- 
ture, and — by much omission — widi its text. 
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Shakespeare’s play in mind, but he liad never seen it 
acted. Part of his complaint is that . . Tate has put 
liis hook in the nostrils of this Leviathan, for Garrick 
and his followers, the showmen of die scene, to draw 
the mighty beast about more easily’. And he never 
considers Shakespeare’s play in relation to Shakes- 
peare’s stage. He came near to doing so; for, later in 
the essay, with The Tempest for ilieme, lie speaks of 
‘. . . the elaborate and anxious provision of scener}’, 
which the luxury of the age demands . . .’ which ‘. . . 
works a quite contrary effect to what is intended. That 
which in comedy, or plays of familiar life, adds so 
much to the life of the imitation, in plays which appeal 
to the higher faculties positively destroys the illusion 
which it is introduced to aid’. Had he followed out 
this argument widi King Lear for an example, giving 
credit to Shakespeare die playwright as well as to 
Sliakespeare the poet — I do not say that he would have 
reached a different conclusion, for there is still the 
plea to be met that here, for once, Shakespeare the 
playwright did overreach himself, but he must at least 
have recognized another side to die question. Lamb s 
essay should be read, of course, as a whole. He loved 
the drama; the theatre alternately delighted and ex- 
asperated him. The orotund acung of Jiis day, its 
conventional tricks, can have been but a contin^l 
offence to his sensitive ear and nicety of taste* He 
here takes his revenge — and it is an ample one — for 
many evenings of such suffering. He never stopped to 
consider whether there might not be more even to die 

actor’s despised art than that. 

A profounder and a more searching indictment of 
the play’s stage-worthiness comes from A. C. Bradley 
in the (for me) most remarkable of those remarkable 
lectures on Shakespearean Tragedy. To him it seems 
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. . Shakespeare’s greatest achievement, but . . . not his 
best play’. The entire argument should be read; but 
this, I think, sums it up not unfairly: ‘The stage is the 
test of strictly dramatic quality, and King Lear is too 
huge for die stage. ... It has scenes immensely effcc- 
tivein the theatre; threeof diem — the two between Lear 
and Goneril and between Lear, Goneril and Regan, and 
the ineffably beautiful scene in die Fourth Act between 
Lear and Cordelia — lose in die theatre very little of 
the spell they have for imagination; and the gradual 
interweaving of die two plots is almost as masterly as 
in Aluch Ado. But (not to speak of defects due to mere 
carelessness) that which makes the peculiar greatness 
of King Lear ^ — the immense scope of the work; the 
mass and variety of intense experience which it con- 
tains; the interpenetradon of sublime imagination, 
piercing pathos, and humour almost as moving as the 
pathos; the vasmess of die convulsion both of nature 
and of human passion; the vagueness of the scene 
where the action takes place, and of the movements of 
the figures which cross this scene; the strange atmo- 
sphere, cold and dark, which strikes on us as w'e enter 
this scene, enfolding diose figures and magnifying 
their dim outlines like a winter mist; the half-realised 
suggestions of vast universal powers working in the 
world of individual fears and passions, all this inters 
feres with dramadc clearness even when die play is 
read, and in the theatre not only refuses to reveal itself 
fully through the sense but seems to be almost it)' 
contradiction with their reports.’ And later; ‘The 
temptation of Othello and the scene of Duncan’s 
murder may lose upon the stage, but they do not lose 
their essence, and they gain as well as lose. The Storm- 
scenes in King Lear gain nothing, and their very 
essence is destroyed.’ For this essence is poetry;. 
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and, lie concludes, . . such poetry as cannot be 
transferred to the space behind the foot-lights, but 
has its being only in imagination. Here then is Shake- 
speare at his very greatest, but not the mere dramatist 
Shakespeare’. 

Notice, first of all, how widely Bradley’s standpoint 
is removed from that — we may venture to surmise it — 
of ‘the mere dramatist Shakespeare’ and his fellows 
the actors. To say of certain scenes that they were 
‘immensely effective in the theatre’ and add that they 
lost there ‘very little of the spell they have for imagina- 
tion’, to argue that ‘the temptation of Othello and the 
scene of Duncan’s murder may lose upon the stage, 
but they do not lose their essencey and they gain as 
well as lose’ — it would have sounded to them queer 
commendation. For in whatever Shakespeare wrote 
was the implied promise that in the theatre it would 
gain. Bradley passes easily to: 'the Storm-scenes in 
King Lear gain nothing, and their very essence is 
destroyed.’ The mere dramatist, on his defence, would 
rightly refuse to follow him. The premises to the 
argument are not the same. 

Bradley and Lamb may be right in their conclusions. 
It is possible that this most practical and loyal of 
dramatists did for once — despite himself, driven to it 
by his unpremeditating genius — break his promise 
and betray his trust by presenting to his fellows a play, 
the capital parts of which they simply could not act. 
Happily for them, they and their audiences never 
found him out. But if Bradley is right not the most 
perfect performance can be a fulfilment, can be aught 
but a betrayal of King Lear, There is the issue. The 
thing is, of course, incapable of proof. The best tliat 
imperfect human actors can give must come short of 
perfection, and the critic can always retort to their 
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best iliat his imagination betters it* Bradley's argu- 
ment is weighty. Yet — with all deference to a great 
critic — I protest that, as it stands, it is not valid. He is 
contending that a practical and practised dramatist has 
here written a largely impracticable play. Before con- 
tlicse storm scenes* he should surely con- 
sider their stagecraft — their mere stagecraft. Fcr may 
not ‘the mere dramatist’ have liis answer hidden there 
But this — starting from liis standpoint of imaginative 
reader — he quite neglects to do. 

Ought we, moreover, to assume — as Bradley seems 
2 must necessarily make all its points 

and its full effect, point by point, clearlv and com- 
p etely, scene by scene, as the performance goes along 
Not every play, I think. For the appreciation of sucli 
a work as King Lear one migln even demand tlie 
second or third hearing of the whole, w’liich the alertest 
critic would need to give to (say) a piece of music of 
like cahbre. But leave that aside. No condoning of 
an ultimate obscurity is involved. And comedy, it can 
be admitted, demands an immediate clarity. Nor is the 
dramatist ever to be dispensed from making liis story 

provisionally significant. 
But lie lias so much more tlian that to do. He must 

produce a constant illusion of life. To do this he must 
among other things, win us to something of a fellow- 
feeling with his characters; and even, at the pla^s 

our identifying their emotions wfth 

nof'hr Of their emotions may well 

be cl^r to the characters themselves for the 
niomerit. There are devices enough by which if the 
dramaust wishes, this significance eSn be kept currltf^ 
clear to the audience. There is tlie Greek diorur t e 
rher Elizabethans turned Prologue and Presenter to 
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account; ilie raisonncur of nineteenili-century comedy 
lias a respectable ancestry. Shakespeare uses the raison- 
neur in varying guises. And in this very play we detect 
him in the Fool, and in Edgar turned Poor Tom. But 
note that both they and their ‘reasoning’ are blent not 
only into the action but into the moral scheme, and 
are never allowed to lower its emotional temperature 
— indeed they stimulate it. For here may be the diffi- 
culty in preserving that ‘dramatic clearness’ which 
Bradley demands; it may cost — and repeatedly be 
costing — dramatist and actors their emotional hold 
upon their audience. Not so much when the interest 
is centred upon such a character as Hamlet, himself 
ever oscillating between thought and emotion, or upon 
the struggle between intellect and passion of lago and 
Othello, or upon the inward tragedy of Macbeth. In 
these cases the contrasting threads can at least be 
closely and firmly woven. But Lear’s progress — 
dramatic and spiritual — is through a dissipation of 
egoism; submission to the cruelty of an indifferent 
Nature, less cruel to him than are his own kind ; to loss 
of himself in madness. Consider the effect of this, of 
the battling of storm without and storm within, of 
the final breaking of that Titan spirit, if Shakespeare 
merelv let us look on, critically observant. For, so 
considered, Lear is an intolerable tyrant. Regan and 
Goneril liave a good case against him. We should not 
side with them; but our onlooker’s sympathy might 
hardly be warmer than, say, the kindly Albany s. 
We do see him in liis suffering tJirough Kent’s faithful 
eyes; but not all his honesty makes Kent spiritually 
discerning. Shakespeare besides needs to give us 

I Wliom — not to admit any Laodicean view of the 
Shakespeare carefully keeps out of the anizry scenes whidi leaa 
CO Lear's self-banishment to the wild and the storm. 
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more than sympatliy wiili Lear, sometliing deeper 
than understanding. If the verity of his ordeal is 
really to be brought home to us, we must, in as full 
a sense as may be, pass through it with him, must 
make the experience and its overwhelming emotions 
momentarily our own. 

Shakespeare may have set himself an impossible 
task; but if he is to succeed it will only be by these 
means. In this mid-crisis of tlie play he must never 
relax his emotional hold on us. And all these tilings 
of which Bradley complains, the confusion of pathos, 
humour, and sublime imagination, die vastness of the 
convulsion, the vagueness of the scene and the move- 
ments of die characters, the strange atmosphere and 
the half-realized suggestions — all tliis he needs as 
material for Lear’s experience, and ours. Personally, 
I do not find quite so much vagueness and confusion. 
To whatever metaphysical heights Lear himself may 
rise, some character (Kent and Gloucester through the 
jri the hovel, Edgar for the meeting with 
the blinded Gloucester), some circumstance, or a few 
salient and explicit phrases will always be found point- 
ing the action on its way. And if we become so at one 
with Lear in his agony that for the time its full signifi- 
cance escapes us, may not memory still make this 
clear . For diat is very often true of our own emotional 
experiences. A confusion of suffering or joy at the 
time; only later do we realize, as we say, ‘what it all 
meant to us’. It is, I suggest, this natural bent which 
bhakespeare turns to his account in these larger nas- 

acting they move us pro- 
ioundly. The impression they make remains. And 
when the play is over they, with the rest of it, should 
cohere in the memory and clarify ; and the meaning of 
die whole should be plain. Shakespeare, I protest has 
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not failed; he has — to the degree of his endeavour — 
triumphantly succeeded. But to appreciate the success 
and give effect to it in the play’s performance we must 
master and conform to the stagecraft on which it 

depends. , 

In this hardest of tasks — the showing of Lears 
agony, his spiritual death and resurrection — we find 
Shakespeare relying very naturally upon his strongest 
weapon, which by experiment and practice he has 
now, indeed, forged to an extraordinary strength, 
and to a suppleness besides: the weapon of dramatic 
poetry. He has, trulv, few others of any account. In 
the storm scenes the shaking of a tliunder-sheet will 
not greatly stir us. A modern playwright might 
seek lielp in music— but Shakespeare’s music is not 
of that sort; in impressive scenery— he has none. 
He has, in compensation, the fluidity of movement 
which the negative background of his stage allows 
him. For the rest, he has his actors, their acting and 
die power of their speech. It is not a mere rhetori- 
cal power, nor are the characters lifted from die 
commonplace simply by being given verse to speak 
instead of conversational prose. All method of ex 
pression apart, they poetically conceive^ they exist 
fn those dimensions, in thnt freedom, and are endowed 
with that peculiar power. Tliey are dramatic poetr> 

'"“•Thus it is that Shakespeare can make such “P”" 
them as here he must. In the storm ^ " 

only carry forward the story, reveahng and ^velop'ng 
themselves as they do so, *hey must-.n default ot 
other means— create the storm besides. Not by o 
tachediv describing it; if they lose 
descrip'tion, they will for tl.at wh.le e- 

their own hold on us. The storm is not in itself, m 
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over, dramatically important, only in its effect upon 
Lear. How, then, to give it enough magnificence to 
impress him, yet keep it from rivalling liim.^ Wliy, 
by identifying the storm with him, setting the actor 
to impersonate both Lear and — reflected in Lear— 
the storm. That, approximately, is the effect when — 
the Fool cowering, drenched and pitiful, at his side 
— he launches into the tremendous: 

Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow! 

You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout 
Till you have drench’d our steeples, drown’d the 
cocks 

You sulphurous and thought-executing fires, 
Vaunt-couriers of oak-cleaving thunder-bolts 
Singe my white head! And thou, all-shaking thunder, 
Strike flat the thick rotundity of the world! 

Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once 
That make ungrateful man. 

This is no mere description of a storm, but in music 
and imaginative suggestion a dramatic creating of the 
storm itself; and tliere is Lear — and here are we, if we 
yield ourselves — in the midst of it, almost a part of it. 
Yet Lear liimself, in his Promethean defiance, still 
dominates the scene. 

But clearly the effect cannot be made by Lamb’s ‘old 
man tottering about the stage with a walking-stick’; 
and by any such competitive machinery for thunder 
and lighming as Bradley quite needlessly assumes to 
be an inevirable part of the play’s staging it will be 
largely spoilt. What actor in his senses, however, 
would attempt to act the scene ‘realistically* > (I much 
doubt if any one of Lamb’s detested barnstormers 
ever did.) And as to the thunder and lightning, 
bhakespeare uses the modicum to his hand; but it is 
of no dramatic consequence, and his stagecraft takes 
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no account of it.* Yet if the human Lear seems lost 
for a moment in the symbolic figure, here is the Fool 
to remind us of him; 


O nuncle, court holy water in a dry house is bener 
than this rain-water out o’ door. Good nuncle in, ask 
thy daughters’ blessing; here’s a night pities neither wise 
men nor fools; 


— and to keep the scene in touch with reality. Yet 
note that the fantasy of the Fool mitigates the contrast, 
and die spell is held unbroken. It is not till later 
when Lear’s defiant rage, having painted us the raging 
of the storm, has subsided — that Kent’s sound, most 
‘realistic’ common sense, persuading him to the shelter 
of the hovel, is admitted. 

But Shakespeare has other means of keeping die 
human and the apocalyptic Lear at one. Though the 
storm is being painted for us still — 

Rumble thy bellyful! spit, fire! spout, rain! 

Nor rain, wind, diunder, fire arc my daughters: 

I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness; 

I never gave you kingdom, call’d you children. 

You owe me no subscription: then let fall 

Your horrible pleasure; liere I stand, your slave; 

A poor, infirm, weak and despis’d old man. . - . 

— bodi in the sense of the words and the easi^ cadence 
of the verse the human Lear is emerging, and emerges 
fully upon the sudden simplicity of 


t Bradley argues in a footnote that Sliakespeare s 

•means oHmSg a storm wrm so grea.ly tnfcnor even .0 

ours’ he could not have ’had the 

cliicfly in view in composing these s^nes . 

to view Shakespeare’s theatre and craft with modem 

contemporary critic would have found it to agre 

just your imitation storm was such => 

must somehow make your stage effect rel>mg on 
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. . . liere I stand, your sJavc; 

A poor, infirm, weak and despis’d old man. 

But the actor is not, tlierefore, suddenly to drop from 
trenchant speech to commonplace, present us a padio- 
logical likeness of poverty, infirmity, and the rest, 
divest himself of all poetic power, become, in fact, the 
old man with a walking-stick. For if he does lie \\ ill 
incontinently and quite fatally cease to be the Lear 
that Shakespeare has, as we said, conceived and em- 
bodied in poetry. In poetry; not, one must again 
insist, necessarily or simply in verse. And it is no 
more, now or later, a mere question of a method of 
speaking than of form in the writing. Verse, prose, and 
rhyme, in those strenuous scenes, each has 
its use, each asks an appropriate beauty of treat- 
ment, and the three in harmony are, by dramatic title, 
poetry. 

The actor has then, not simply or chiefly to speak 
poetically, but, for the wliile, somehow to incarnate 
tills poetry in himself. He can do so — paradoxically — 
by virtue of an exceptional self-sacrifice. Physically, 
Shakespeare’s Lear must surrender to him\ he makes 
himself in return an intellectual and emotional instru- 
ment for its expression. That is the way of all honest 
acting. If the actor’s personality is the richer, a 
character will be absorbed in it. In a play of familiar 
human commerce actor and character may collaborate, 
so to say, upon equal terms. But give the character the 
transcendent quality of poetry, the actor can no longer 
bring it within tlie realistic limits of his personality. 

may — obtusely — try to decompose it into a realism 
of impersonation, decorated by poetic speeclt. It is 
such a treatment of Lear which produces Lamb’s old 
man with a walking-stick, and, for Bradley, dissipates 
the poetic atmosphere. But what Shakespeare asks of 
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his actor is to surrender as much of himself as he can — 
much must remain; all that is physical — to tliis meta- 
phj’sical power. 

The thing is easier to do than to analyse. Children, 
set to act Shakespeare, will fling themselves innocently 
at the greatest of the plays; and, just because they do 
not comprehend and so cannot subdue the characters 
to their own likeness, they let us see them — though 
diminished and feeble — as through a clear glass. For 
the accomplished actor it is not quite so easy. He must 
comprehend die character, identify himself widi it, and 
then — forget himself in it. Yet in this play and these 
very scenes lie will find the example of Lear’s own 
relation to the storm; in the reflection of its grandeur 
upon him, and the force lent by his fellowship with it 
to the storm devouring his mind. One must not push 
the comparison too far, nor is the psychology of acting 
41 subject to be compassed in a sentence or two. But 
very much as the storm’s strength is added to Lear s 
when he abandons himself to its apprehension, may the 
Lear of Shakespeare’s poetry and dramatic art be em- 
bodied in the actor if he will but do the same. And 
there should be the Lear of Lamb’s demand, great not 
in corporal dimension but in intellectual . Upon a 
■‘realistic’ stage die thing cannot be done. With Shake- 
speare made to delegate half Ins privileges to scen^ 
painter and property-man ^ '.ke d.ssoc.at.on w. 1 Ik 
forced upon the actor. And it ts "Ot only that the 
apparently real heath and hovel and the all but rea 

thunder and lightning will reduce >>’? 5*“^^ 
move among them to mere matter of fact ' 

by the dissociation itself, the appeal to our imaginatio 
—upon which all depends— is compromised, hor tn 

strength of this lies in its unity and / 

is the unity of the appeal that allows Shakespeare to 
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bring so much within its scope. Yet, uith time, place 
and circumstance, night, storm and desolation, and 
man’s capacity to match tliem in despair all cauclit into 
a few lines cf poetr\', it should not be so hard to absorb 
besides — he willing — the ego of the actor who speaks 
them. Tlien he will stand before us not physicalK- 
ridiculous by comparison with them, but invested with 
their radiant quality. 

Shakespeare contrives within this liarmony tlie full 
range of the effects he needs. There are not two 
Lears — the Titan integrating the storm and the old 
man breaking under it. In the accommodating realm 
of dramatic poetry they can remain one. Those con- 
trasted aspects of them are sliown in the swift descent 
we noted from magniloquence to simplicity, from 
rivalry with the elements to the confession of 

. . . Iicre I stand, your slave; 

A poor, infirm, weak and despis'd old man. 

Or there, may say, are the two Lears in one: the 
old man pathetic by contrast with the elements, yet 
terribly great in our still immediate sense of his identity 
with them. 

At best, of course, the actor can be but a token of 
the ideal Lear; and, thanking him, ^e may still feel 
that in the rarefied spaces of our imagination we come 
unaided nearer to Shakespeare’s imaginings — though 
what have we after all but a token of words upon paper 
to measure these by But does the actor only remove 
us a stage farther from our source.^ I think not. He 
gives the words objectivity and life. Shakespeare has 

provided for his interv’ention. He can at least be a true 
token. 
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The Alethod of the Dialogue 

Tlie dialogue of King Lear is remarkable for its 
combination of freedom and power. Of tlie plays that 
neiglibour it, the sustained melodies of Othello may 
give greater dignity. In Macbeth there are passages 
tliat seem to wield a sort of secret sway. Antony and 
Cleopatra has ease and breadtli for its normal virtues 
as Coriolanus has strength ; and, thereafter, Shakespeare 
passes to liis last period of varied and delightful ease. 
But the exact combination of qualities that distin- 
guishes the writing of King Lear we do not find again ; 
nor indeed should we look to, for it is the product 
of the matter and the nature of tlie play. Shake- 
speare was in nothing a truer artist tlian in this, that, 
having mastered his means of expression, journeyed 
from the rhymed couplets and fantastic prose of Loves 
Labour's Lost to the perfected verse and balanced 
prose of Henry V and the mature comedies, he yet 
fettered himself in no fixed style. He may write care- 
lessly; here and there amid the poetic splendours we 
find what seem to be clap-trap couplets and lines flatter 
than a pancake. But, his imagination once fired, the idea 
seldom fails of the living vesture it needs. This, it may be 
said, it is any writer’s business to discover. But Shake- 
speare’s art lies in the resource, which can give individual 
expression to a thought or emotion within the bounds, 
for instance, of a stretch of formal verse if his first need 
is for tlie solid strengUi of tliis; or, more often, in tlie 
moulding of verse and prose into such variety ot ex- 
pressive form that it is a wonder any unity ot eflect is 
kept at all— yet it is. It lies in the daring by whicl^ for 
a scene or two, he may dispense with all unity ot ^rm 
whatever, if his dramatic purpose will so profit, wit- 
ness such a seemingly haphazard mixture ot verse, 
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prose, and snatches of song as we find in tlic scenes 
between Lear, Kent, Gloucester, the Fool, and Poor 
Tom. Yet the dramatic vitality of tliese scenes lies 
largely in this variety and balance of orchestration; 
their emotional strain might be intolerable without it. 
But the root of the matter, of course, is in the imagina- 
tive vitality with which he dowers the cliaractcrs them- 
selves. It is always instructive to watch Shakespeare 
getting liis play with its crew under way, to see him 
stating his subject, setting his characters in opposition. 
Some lead otf, fully themselves from the start, some 
seem to hang on his hands, saying wha» they have to 
say in sound conventional phrase, some he may lea\ e 
all but mute, uncertain yet, it would seem, of his own 
use for them. Not till the whole organism has gathered 
strength and abounds in a life of its own is the true 
mastery to be seen. Even so, in King Lear there is 
more to be accounted for. In no other of the plays, I 
think, unless it be Macheth., are we so conscious of the 
force of an emotion overriding, often, a character’s 
self-expression, and of a vision of things to which the 
action itself is but a foreground. And how tliis and the 
rest of the play’s individuality is made manifest by 
the form as well as the substance of the dialogue, by 
the shaping and colour of its verse and prose, it is, of 
course, of primary importance for producer and actors 
to observe. There is no one correct way of speaking 
Shakespeare’s verse and prose, for he had no one way 
of writing it. One way grew out of another with him. 
Little of the method of Romeo and Juliet will be left in 
King Lear^ much of the method Hamlet still may be. 
out die fresh matter of a play will provoke a fresh 
manner, and its interpretation must be as freshly 
approached. ^ 

For more reasons and in more directions than one.. 
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Shakespeare seeks strength in simplicity in the writing 
of King Lear. The noble conventional speech of its 
beginning will not serve him long, for tliis is the 
language of such an authority as Lear discards. There is 
needed an expression of those fiercer, cruder strengths 
which come into play when a reign of order ends and 
a moral code is broken. Edmund begins glibly, but is 
indulged neither with subtle thought nor fine phrases. 
Goneril becomes like a woman with a fever in her: 
‘I’ll not endure it ... I will not speak with him ... the 
fault of it ril answer ... I’d haveitcome to question . . . 
I would breed from hence occasions, and I shall. . . . 
Mark how broken is the eloquence of Lear’s appeal to 
Regan; mark the distraction of his 

No, you unnatural hags, 

I will have such revenges on you both 
That all the world shall — I will do such things. 
What they are yet I know not, but they shall be 
The terrors of the earth. You think I’ll weep; 

No, I’ll not weep: 

I have full cause of weeping, but Uiis heart 
Shall break into a hundred tliousand flaws 
Or ere I’ll weep. 

Here, one would say, is verse reduced to its very 
elements. 

Shakespeare has, besides, to carry us into strange 
regions of thought and passion, so he must, at the same 
time, hold us by familiar things. Lear, betrayed and 
helpless, at an end of his command of self or emeum- 
stance, is dramatically set above the tyranny and lope 
of both by being made one with the storm, and by his 

Iiarmonizing with the homely famasies , 

the mad talk of Poor Tom, till his own noble anger 
breaks the bounds of reason too. Without some an- 
chorage in simplicity, this action and tliese characters 
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would range so wide that human interpretation could 
hardly compass them. Kent does something to keep the 
play’s feet firm on the ground; Gloucester a little; the 
Fool was to Shakespeare’s audience a familiar and sym- 
pathetic figure. But Lear himself might escape our 
closer sympathy were it not for his recurrent coming 
down from the heights to such moments as 

No, I will be the pattern of all patience; 

I will say nothing; 


as 


My wits begin to turn. 

Come on, my boy. How dost« my boy.^ Art cold.^ 
I am cold myself. Where is this stra\\-, my fellow? 


No, I will weep no more. In such a night 
To shut me out! Pour on, I will endure. 
In such a night as this! 


or as 

Make no noise, make no noise; draw the curtains; so, 
so, so. 

We'll go to supper i’ tlic morning; so, so, so. 

This final stroke, moreover, brings us to the simplest 
physical actualities; Lear’s defiance of the elements has 
riickered down to a mock pulling of the curtains round 
his bed. Later, when he wanders witless and alone, his 
speech is broken into oracular fragments of rhapsody; 
but the play of thought is upon actuality and his hands 
are at play all the time with actual things; with tlie 
flower (Is it ?) he takes for a coin, with whatever serves 
for a bit of cheese, for his gauntlet, his hat, for the 
challenge thrust under Gloucester’s blind eyes. Let us 
note, too, how one of the finest passages of poetry in 



126 H. GRANVILLE-BARKER 

the play, Edgar’s imaginary tale of Dover clifT, con- 
sists of tlie clearest-cut actualities of description. And 
when Lear wakes to his right senses again, simplicity 
is added to simplicity in his feeling the pin’s prick, in 
his remembering not his garments. The tragic beauty 
of his end is made more beautiful by his call for a 
looking-glass, his catching at the feather to put on 
Cordelia’s lips, the undoing of the button. These 
things are the necessary balance to the magniloquence 
of the play’s beginning and to the tragic splendour of 

the storm. 

Amid the sustained magnificence of the first scene 
we find the first use of an even more simple device, 
recurrent throughout the play. 

. . . what can you say to draw 
A iliird more opulent than your sisters.* Speak. 
Nothing, my lord. 

Nothing.* 

Nothing. , . , . 

Nothing will come of nothing; speak again. 

Again and again with varying purpose and effect 
Shakespeare uses tliis device of reiteration. Note 

Edmund’s 


. . . Why brand they us 

With base.* with baseness* bastardy* base, base. 

. . Well, then, 

Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land. 

Our father’s love is to the bastard, Edmund, 

As to the legitimate: Fine word,— legiomatel 
Well my legitimate, if this letter speed, 

Xnd mTinvention thrive, Edmund the base 
Shall top the legitimate. 


The repetition itself does much to drive in on us the 
insistent malice of the man. 
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Lear summons Oswald with 

01 you sir, you sir — come you hither, sir. 

Who am I, sir? 

and tlie tragic counterpart of this is 

Hear, Nature, hear! dear goddess, hear. 

Gloucester’s grieved refrain falls casually enough: 

O, madam, my old heart is crack’d, is crack’d. 

. . . O lady, lady, shame would liave it hid. 

... I know not, madam; ’tis too bad, too bad. 

And for a rounded elaboration of the effect, we have 
Lear’s 

O, reason not the need; our basest beggars 
Are in the poorest thing superfluous: 

Allow not nature more than nature needs, 

Man’s life is cheap as beast’s. Thou art a lady; 

If only to go warm were gorgeous. 

Why, nature needs not what thou gorgeous wcar’st 
Which scarcely keeps thee warm. But, for true need — 
You heavens, give me that patience, patience I need! 

Half a dozen other such instances, more or less 
elaborate, of major and minor importance, can be 
found; till we come to the effect at its crudest in 

Howl, howl, howl, howl! O, you are men of stones . . . 

and to the daring and magic of 

Thou’lt come no more. 

Never, never, never, never, never. 

It is a simple device indeed, but all mature artists 
tend to seek strength in simplicity of expression. It is, 
at its simplest, a vep' old device, and older than drama, 
iteration casts, of itself, a spell upon the listener, and 
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the very sound of that echoing ‘Never’ can make us 
sharers in Lear’s helplessness and despair. Bradley 
says of this last speech that it leaves us ‘on the topmost 
peaks of poetry’; and so, surely, it does. Rend it from 
its context, the claim sounds absurd; but dramatic 
poetry is never to be judged apart from the action it 
implies. 

King Lear — are we still to think ? — cannot be acted. 
The whole scheme and method of its writing is a con- 
trivance for its effective acting. This contrast and re- 
conciliation of grandeur and simplicity, this setting of 
vision in terms of actuality, this inarticulate passion 
which breaks now and again into memorable phrases — 
does not even the seeming failure of expression give us 
a sense of the helplessness of humanity pitted against 
higher powers? All the magnificent art of this is 
directed to one end; the play's acting in a theatre. 


The Characters and their Interplay 


LEAR 


Lear himself is so dominant a figure that the ex- 
haustion of his impetus to action with the play’s end 
barely in sight leaves Shakespeare a heavy task in the 
rallying of its forces for what is still to do. The argu- 
ment has been raised by then, moreover, to such 
imaginative heights that any descent from them even 
Lear’s own— must be precarious. They are heights 
that Shakespeare himself, perhaps, did not clearly en- 
visage till the soaring had begun. Not that tliere is 
anything tentative in the presentation of Lear. ISeyer 
was character in play, one exclaims, so fully and im- 
mediately, so imminently and overwhelmingly set 

forth! But in this lies the actor s first . 

With the dividing of the kingdom and Cordelia 
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rejection the trend of the action is clearly fore- 
shadowed: 

So be my grave my peace, as here I give 
Her father’s heart from her. 

By all the rules of drama we know within a little what 
the retribution for that must amount to; and Shake- 
speare will not disappoint us. But equally it would 
seem that for this massive fortress of pride which 
calls itself Lear, for any old man indeed of eighty and 
upwards, there could be no dramatic course but de- 
clension. Who would ever think of developing, of 
expanding, a character from such overw’helming begin- 
nings? Yet this is what Shakespeare does, and finds 
a transcendent way to do. So the actor’s difficulty is 
that he must start upon a top note, at what must be 
pretty well the full physical stretch of his powers, yet 
have in reserve the means to a greater climax of an- 
other sort altogether. It is here, however, that the 
almost ritual formality of the first scene will help him. 
Tlie occasion itself, the general subservience to Lear’s 
tyranny (Kent’s protest and Cordelia’s resolution only 
emphasize this), Lear’s own assertion of kingship as 
something not far from godhead, all combine to set 
him so above and apart from the rest that the very 
isolaUon will seem strength if the actor takes care to 
sustain it. There need be, Oiere must be, no descent 
to petulance. Lear marking the map with his finger 
might be marking the land itself, so Olympian should 
he appear. The oath by the sacred radiance of the sun 
is one that only he may swear. That Kent should call 
him an ‘old man’ is in itself a blasphemous outrage. 

Come not between the dragon and his wrath. 

The bow is bent and drawn, make from die shaft! 

Nothing: I have sworn; I am firm. 

436 


F 
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Lines like these mark the level of Lear, though their 
fatality may be a trifle mitigated by the human surli- 
ness of 

Better thou 

Had’st not been bom than not to have pleased me better; 


by the grim humour which lies in 

Notliing will come of notliing; speak again; 

in the ironic last fling at Kent of 

Away! By Jupiter, 
This shall not be revoked; 


and in the bitter gibe to Burgundy: 

When she was dear to us wc did hold her so, 

But now her price is fall n; 

even, one would like to suspect, in the reason given 
for his fast intent to shake all cares of State from him, 
that he may 

Unburden’d crawl toward death 

—for our next sight of his Majesty will show him back 
from hunting with a most impatient appetite lor 
dinner! Note, too, the hint of another Lear, given us 
in the music of three short words— the firCT < 0 '“:'' 
the play of tliat peculiar verbal magic Shak«peat= 

could command— when, sated with Goneril s and 
Regan’s flattery, he turns to his Cordelia with 

Now, our joy . . . 

But Lear must leave this first scene as he entered U, 
more a magnificent portent than a man. 

He has doffed his kingship; free from its t^ppijo > 
how the native genius of the man begins to show. 1 
SasLs on us as Lght the last outbursts of some near- 
extinct volcano. He is old and uncertain, but a 
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mighty man, never a mere tyrant divested of power. 
He has genius, warped and random genius though it 
may be, and to madness, as will appear, very near 
allied. And Shakespeare’s art lies in showing us this 
in notliing he does — for what he does now is foolish — 
but in every trivial thing that he is. All the action of 
the scene of the return from hunting, all his surround- 
ings are staged to this end. The swift exchanges with 
the disguised Kent and their culmination; 

Dost tliou know me, fellow? 

No, sir, but you liave that in your countenance which 
I would fain call master. 

What ’s that? 

Autliority 


—his encounter with the pernickity jack-in-olBce 
Oswald, and with the frail, whimsical Fool who mock- 
ingly echoes his own passionate whimsies; all this sets 
off and helps set in motion a new and livelier, a licartier 
Lear. Not that Shakespeare bates us one jot of die old 
man’s stiff-necked perversities. He no more asks our 
sympathy on easy terms for him dian will Lear yield 
an inch to Goneril’s reasonable requests. A luindred 
useless knights about the house — even though from 
their master’s point of view, they were men of choice 
and rarest parts— must have been a burden. Lear’s 
striking Oswald really was an outrage; after due com- 
plaint Gonertl would doubtless have reproved his im- 

prompted it! Even 
with the petted Fool, and in the very midst of the 
petting, out there snaps 


Take heed, sirrah, die whipl 

We need look for no tractable virtues in him. 

crr^ K appointed way to 

go, but here begins the way of Lear’s soul’s agony and 
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salvation as Shakespeare is to blaze it. The change in 
him shows first in the dialogue with the attendant 
knight and the delicate strokes which inform it. The 
knight, dispatched to bid that mongrel Oswald come 
back, returns only to report the fellow’s round answer 
that he would not. ‘He would notl’ flashes Lear at the 
unbelievable phrase. But when, picking his words — 
as, if you w'ere not a Kent (and there had been room at 
best for but one Kent at Court), no doubt you learned 
to do with Lear — the knight hints hesitatingly at 


trouble, the quiet response comes: 

Thou but remembcr’st me of mine own conception: I 
liave perceived a most faint neglect of late; which I have 
rather blamed as mine own jealous curiosity, than as a 
very pretence and purpose of unkindness; I will loot, 
further into’t. But where’s my fool.^ I have not seen 

him tliis two days. _ , « . 

Since my young lady’s going into France, sir, the tool 


hath much pined away. „ 

No more of that; I have noted it wclh Go 
my daughter I would speak with her. Go you, call hither 
my fool. O! you sir, you sir, come you hither, sir. 


—this last to the mongrel Oswald who has ^Ppeared 
airain. But Lear — can this be die Lear of the play s 
fifst scene to be turning his knight’s 
ment of kindness’ to ‘a most faint » ^ 

blaming, even so, his own jealous curiosity for non « 
it! But the Fool’s grief for Cordelia he has ' 

Lest it echo too loudly in his proud unhappy hea , 
with a quick turn he brings the old Lear to c" ; 

rasps an order here, an order there, and— takes 

From'’ now on die picturing of him is 
that it has all the varied, unexpected, »"jl«/ect, 
latent eloquence of life. Shakespeare is at his defies , 
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his medium at its freest and most supple. Let the 
interpreter be alert too. This Lear is as quick on the 
uptake as it is liis Fool’s business to be. An unnatural 
quickness in an old man, is it, and some sign of a top- 
pling brain His silences are as pregnant. He listens 
and finds cheer in the Fool’s chatter and song, throws 
him an answer or so to keep it alive, snarls now and 
then like an old lion if a sting goes too deep. Yet his 
thoughts, we can tell, are away. We must visualize 
this scene fully and accurately; the Fool carolling, his 
poor heart being heavy with Cordelia’s loss he carols 
the more; the old king brooding; and Kent ever 
watchful, witli a dog’s eyes. Mark tlie effect of 
Goneril’s appearance before lier father, in purposed, 
sullen muteness; the Fool’s speech points it for us, 
should we be unobservant; tlien her break into the 
prepared formality of verse, as this verse will seem, 
capping the loose prose of the scene and the Fool’s 
rhyming. Mark, too, the cold kingliness of Lear’s four 
words, all his response to her careful address; 

Are you our daughter.^ 

He resorts to irony, the fine mind’s weapon, which 
blunts itself upon die stupid — for Goneril is stupid, 
and she has stupidity’s stubborn strength. But when 
the storm of Lear’s wrath does break, I diink she in- 
wardly shakes a litde. 

You strike my people, and your disordered rabble 

Make servants of their betters . . . 

sounds like scared bravado. She can wait, though for 
the storm to pass; and, for the moment, it does pa^ in 
senile self-reproaches. A few more such fhtile out- 
bursts, she is confident, and die extravagant old tyrant 
will be spent and tame enough. But, suddenly, die 
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servants are dismissed and she is alone with husband 
and father. And her father, rigid, transformed, and 
with slow, calm, dreadful strengtli, is calling down the 
gods’ worst curse upon her. 

Hear, Nature, hear! dear goddess, hear! 

Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend 
To make this creature fruitful. . . . 


The actor who will rail and rant this famous pas^ge 
may know his own barnstorming business, but he is 
no interpreter of Shakespeare. Tlie merely superficial 
ellect of its deadlier quiet, lodged between two whirl- 
winds of Lear’s fury, should be obvious. But its 
dramatic purpose far outpasses that. Not 
did Shakespeare make this a pagan play, and 
its argument of comfortable faith in virtue rewarded, 
here or hereafter. And it is upon this deliberate invo- 
cation of ill that we pass into ^P'^tual darkness^ i he 
terror of it moves Albany rather than Goneril, whom, 
indeed, nothing is ever to move. But as he rouses him- 
self to plead against it Lear is gone. 

Now havoc begins in him. We have his raging, 

distracted return, tears of helpless despair puncmanng 

hysterical threats; later the stamping TZ Alhe 
oauence of his wait for his horses. We ^now that 1 

been a^d I would not go to the stake for my 

readies of it. The °b I S le.tv c it ■<> 

as if his first order had not ^ obeyccK ^ tliis is 

better '*'of ,«f‘ But, even if it is not, the Folio's 

ph-TsTInrgh, covet a cl.ange of meaning too. 
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had to post on to Gloucester’s, Did he ride tlirough 
the night without rest or pause Shakespeare is hunt- 
ing both Lear and the play’s action hard and using 
every device to do it. 

Yet the next day when he reaches Gloucester’s 
house — this old man past eighty, and physically we 
should suppose near exhaustion — he is master of him- 
self, is his most regal self again.* We are given die 
scene widi Kent awaked in the stocks to show it. 

Ha! 

Makest thou this shame diy pastime.* 

All the old dignity in this; there follows the brusque 
familiar give and take which true authority never fears 
to pracdse widi its dependents; then again die majestic 

Resolve me, with all modest haste, which way 
Thou might’st deserve, or they impose, diis usage 
Coming from us. 

and the iron self-control in which the shameful tale is 
heard. When the tale is ended he still stands silent, 
while the Fool pipes for us an artless mockery (the art 
of this!) of his bitter and ominous thoughts. Regan 
too, Regan too! The grief of disillusion has now be- 
come physical pain to him, 

O, how diis mother swells up toward my heart* 
Hysterica passio! down, diou climbing sorrow. 

But he masters it. 

Where is this daughter.* . . , 

Follow me not; stay here. 

^d, solitary in his pride, he goes to face and prove 
the worst. ^ 


* But the outward 
upon him. 


signs of exhaustion must begin to be 
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If the play, ^'ith the invocation of the curse upon 
Goneril, entered an arena of anarchy and darkness, 
Lear himself is to pass now from personal grievance 
to the taking upon him, as great natures may, of the 
imagined burden of the whole world’s sorrow — and if 
his nature breaks under it, what wonder I And Shake- 
speare brings about tliis transition from malediction to 
martyrdom with great art, by contrivance direct and 
indirect, by strokes broad and subtle; nor ever — his 
art in tliis at its greatest — does he turn his Lear from a 
man into an ethical proposition. The thing is achieved 

3s tlie whole play is achieved — in terms ofhumanity, 

and according to the rubric of drama. 

Lear comes back with Gloucester; the wcll-meamng 
Gloucester, whose timid tact is the one thing least 
likely to placate him. He is struggling with himselt, 
wdth the old tyrannic temper, with his new-found 
knowledge of himself, with his body’s growing weak- 
ness. He is like a great oak-tree, torn at Uic roots, 
blown this way and that. When the half-veiled in- 
solence of Regan’s and Cornwall’s greeting must, one 
would think, affront him, a pathetic craving f^or aflcc- 
tion peeps through. When he once more finds refuge 
in irony, it is to turn the edge of it against himself. But 
with four quick shocks— his sudden recall of the ou - 
rage upon his servant, the sound of a trumpet, tlies gl 
of Oswald, the sight of Gonenl-he is brougl t o a 
stand and to face the realities arrayed against him. 
Tlie confronting must be made very plain to us. un 
the one side stand Goneril and Regan and CornwaU m 

all authority. The perplexed Gloucester hovers a 

little apart. On the other side is Lear, the Fool at ms 
feet, a^d his one servant, disarmed, free a mmum 

behind him. Things are at J U3, 

errors, after all, have partaken of nobility, he ha 
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scorned policy. He has given himself, helpless, into 
these carnal hands. He will abide, then, as nobly the 
fate he has courted. Note the single touch of utter 
scorn for the cur Cornwall, who, the moment looking 
likely, takes credit for those stocks. 

I set him there, sir; but his own disorders 
Deserved much less advancement. 

You! Did you! 

But all consequences he’ll abide, even welcome, he’ll 
abjure his curses, run from one ingrate daughter to the 
other, implore and bargain, till the depth is sounded 
and he stands at last surrendered, and level in his help- 
lessness and deprivation witli the least of his fellow- 
men. 


Coneril. Hear me, my lord, 

What need you five-and-twenty, ten, or five 
To follow in a house where twice so many 
Have a command to tend you.^ 

Hegan. What need one? 

Lear. O! reason not the need; our basest beggars 
Are in the poorest tiling superfluous: 

Allow not nature more than nature needs, 

Man’s life is cheap as beast’s. ... 

But, for true need — 

You heavens, give me tliat patience, patience I need ' 
You see me here, you gods, a poor old man 
As full of grief as age, wretched in both! 


O! reason not the need . . .’I This abandoning of the 

struggle and embracing of misfortune is a tumine- 

point of the play, a salient moment in the development 

m l^r s character, and its significance must be marked 

He is now at the nadir of his fortunes; the tracic 
heights are at hand. 


It may be thought that by emphasizing so many 
nunor pomts of stagecraft tlie great ouUines of play 
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and character will be obscured. But while Shakespeare 
projects greatly, asking from his interpreters a sim- 
plicity of response, lending them greatness by virtue 
of this convention that passes the play’s material 
through the sole crucible of their speech and action, 
he yet saves them alive, so to speak — not stultified in 
an attempt to overpass their own powers nor turned to 
mere mouthpieces of mighty lines — by constant refer- 
ences to the commonplace (we noted more of them in 
discussing the methods of the dialogue). He invigorates 
his play’s action by keeping its realities upon a battle- 
ground where any and every sort of stroke may tell. 

Thus there now follows the tense passage in which 
Goncril, Regan, and Cornwall snuff the impending 
storm and find good reason for ill-doing. What 
moralists! Regan with her 

O! sir, to wilful men. 

The injuries that they themselves procure 
Must be their schoolmasters. 

Cornwall, with liis 

Shut up your doors, my lord; ’tis .a wild night: 

My Regan counsels well; come out of the storm. 

Tin's is surely the very voice — though the tones may 
be harsh — of respectability and common sense And 
what a prelude to the ‘high engender’d battles’ now 
imminent! Before battle is joined, however, the note 
of Kent is interposed to keep the play’s story going 
its more pedestrian way and to steady us against the 
imaginative turmoil pending. This use of Kent is 
masterly; and, in thesiorm scenes themselves, the con- 
trasting use of the Fool, feeble, fantastic, pathetic, a foil 
to Lear, a foil to the storm — what more incongruous 
sight conceivable than such a piece of court tinsel so 
drenched and buffeted! — is more than masterly. 
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But it is upon Lear’s own progress tliat all now 
centres, upon his passing from that royal defiance of 
the storm to the welcomed shelter of the hovel. He 
passes by tlie road of patience: 

No, I will be the pattern of all patience; 

I will say nothing, 

of — be it noted — a thankfulness that he is at last 

... a man 

More sinn’d against than sinning, 
to the humility of 

My wits begin to turn. 

Come on, my boy. How dost, my boy? Art cold? 

I am cold myself. Where is this straw, my fellow? 

The art of our necessities is stransze 

That can make vile tilings precious. Come, your li'>-.'cl, 

and, a little later yet, mind and body still further 
strained towards breaking point, to the gentle dignity, 
when Kent would make way for him — to the more 
than kingly dignity of 

Prithee, go in tliyself: seek tliine own ease. 

This tempest will not give me leave to ponder 
On things w'ould hurt me more. But I’ll go in: 

In, boy; go first.* 

Now comes the crowning touch of all: 

I’ll pray, and then I’ll sleep. 

* There are practical reasons for postponing die entering of 
the hovel by a scene. For Kent to lead Lear elsewhere fits both 
with the agitated movement of the action and the freedom of 
Elizabethan stage method. It enables Shakespeare both to re- 
lieve the high tension of the storm scenes and to provide for die 
condnuity of the Glouccster-Edmund story. And he takes ad- 
vantage of all this to show us some further battering at Lear’s 
sanity. Note in particular the ominously broken dioughts and 
sentences of the end of the speech to Kent just before the hovel 

is readied; and these, as ominously, arc set bettvecn connected, 
reasoned passages. 
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In t}ie night’s bleak exposure he kneels down, like a 
child at bedtime, to pray. 

Poor naked UTetches, wheresoe’er you are. 

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm, 

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, 
Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you 
From seasons such as tlicse? O, I have ta’en 
Too litde care of this! Take physic, pomp; 

Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel; 

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them, 

And show the heavens more just. 

To this haven of the spirit has he come, the Lear of 
unbridled power and pride. And how many drama- 
tists, could they have achieved so much, would have 
be.- • content to leave him here! Those who like their 
drama rounded and trim might approve of such a finish, 
which would leave us a play more compassable in per- 
formance no doubt. But the wind of a harsher doctrine 
is blowing through Shakespeare. Criticism, as we 
have seen, is apt to fix upon tlic episode of die storm 
as the height of his attempt and the point of his 
dramatic defeat; but it is this storm of the mind here 
beginning upon which he expends skill and imagina- 
tion most recklessly till inspiration has had its will of 
him; and the drama of desperate vision ensuing it is 
hard indeed for actors to reduce to the positive 
medium of their art — without reducing it to ridicule. 
Tlie three coming scenes of Lear’s madness show us 
Sliakespeare’s art at its boldest. They pass beyond the 
needs of the plot, they belong to a larger synthesis.* 

• It is worth noting that the Folio cuts out the lunatic trial of 
Regan and Goneril. Was it, by chance, this episode that Sh^e- 
speare*s actors failed to make effective^ while the scenes of tlie 
storm were of no particular difTicuJty to them? 
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Yet the means they employ are simple enough; of a 
kind of absolute simplicity, indeed. 

The boldest and simplest is the provision of Poor 
Tom, that living instance of all rejection. Here, under 
our eyes, is Lear’s new vision of himself. 

What! have his daughters brought liim to this 
pass ? 

Could’st thou save nothing? Did’st thou give them 
aU? 

Side by side stand the noble old man, and the naked, 
scarce human wretch. 

Is man no more than this? Consider him well. Thou 
owest the worm no silk, tlie beast no hide, the sheep no 
wool, the cat no perfume. Ha! here’s tlirce on’s are 
sophisticated; thou art the thing itself; unaccommodated 
man is no more but such a poor, bare, forked animal 
as thou art. Off, off, you lendings! Come; unbutton 
here. 

Here is a volume of argument epitomized as only 
drama can epitomize it, flashed on us by word and 
action combined. And into tliis, one might add, has 
Shakespeare metamorphosed the didactics of those old 
Moralities which were die infancy of liis art. 

What! hath your grace no better company? 

gasps poor Gloucester, bewailing at once die King’s 
wrongs and his own, as he offers shelter from the 
storm. But Lear, calmness itself now, will only pace 
up and down, arm in arm with diis refuse of humanity; 

Noble philosopher, your company. 

— nor will he seek shelter without him. So they reach 
die outhouse, all of his own casde that Gloucester dare • 
offer. What a group! Kent, sturdy and thrifty of 
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words; Gloucesrer, tremulous; the bedraggled and 
exhausted Fool; and Lear, magnificently courteous 
and deliberate, keeping close company with his gibber- 
ing fellow-man.* 

Tliey are in shelter. Lear is silent; dll tlie Fool — 
liimself never overfitted, we may suppose, in body or 
mind for the rough and tumble of tlie world — rallies, as 
if to celebrate tlieir safety, to a semblance of his old 
task. Edgar, for his own safety’s sake, must play Poor 
Tom to tlie life now. Kent has his eyes on his master, 
watching him — at what new fantastic trick The old 
king is setting two joint stools side by side; they are 
Regan and Goneril, and the Fool and the beggar are 
to pass judgment upon them. 

The lunatic mummery of the trial comes near to 
something we might call pure drama — as one speaks 
of pure mathematics or pure music — since it cannot be 
rendered into otlier terms than its own. Its effect 
depends upon the combination of the sound and mean- 
ing of the words and the sight of it being brought to 
bear as a whole directly upon our sensibility. The 
sound of the dialogue matters almost more than its 
meaning. Poor Tom and the Fool chant antiphonally; 
Kent’s deep and kindly tones tell against the higher, 
agonized, weakening voice of Lear. But the chief 
significance is in tlie show. Wliere Lear, such a short 
while since, sat in his majesty, there sit the Fool and 
the outcast, with Kent whom he banished beside them; 
and he, witless, musters his failing strength to beg 
justice upon a joint stool. Was better justice done, the 
picture ironically asks, when he presided in majesty 
and sanity and power.^ 

But what, as far as Lear is concerned, is to follow.^ 

* And Kent is unknown to Le.ir and E^gar to his father, as 
wc shall sufficiently remember. 
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You cannot continue the development of a character 
in terms of lunacy — in darkness, illuminated by what- 
ever brilliant flashes of lightning. Nor can a madman 
well dominate a play’s action. From this moment Lear 
no longer is a motive force; and the needs of the story 
— die absolute needs of the character — would be ful- 
filled if, from this exhausted sleep upon the poor bed 
in the outhouse, he only woke to find Cordelia at his 
side. But Shakespeare contrives another scene of mad- 
ness for him, and one which lifts the play’s argument 
to a yet rarer height. It is delayed; and die sense of 
redundancy is avoided partly by keeping Lear from 
the stage altogether for a while, a short scene inter- 
posed sufficiently reminding us of him.* 

His reappearance is preluded — with what conson- 
ance! — by the fantastically imaginative episode of 
Gloucester’s fall from die cliff. There also is Edgar, 
the aura of Poor Tom about him still. Suddenly 
Lear breaks in upon diem.* The larger dramatic 

* In die Quarto another preceding scene is also concerned 
witli him. 

^ Mad^ says the stage direction, and no more; the usual 
tastically dressed with wild flowers is Capel’s addition. But some- 
thing ot* the sort is justified by Cordelia’s speech in the earlier 
scene. And the dramatic purpose of them is plain: to emphasize 
the contrast between this and our last sight of him amid the 
barren wildness of tlic heath and llic storm. 

There arc signs, it may be noted, that this Gloucester- Lear 
encounter is a second tliought on Sliakespearc’s part. Apart 
from its redundance to the action, the Gloucester- Edgar scene 
is complete widiout it; and originally, one would gucss> Glou- 
cester’s 

I’ll bear . . . henceforth 
Affliction till it do cry out it>elf 
•Enough, enough!* and die, (lines 75-77) 

was followed directly by Edgar’s 

Well, pray you, father! 


(line 
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value of the ensuing scene can hardly be overrated. 
For in it, in this encounter between mad Lear and blind 
Gloucester, the sensual man robbed of his eyes, and 
tile despot, the light of his mind put out, Shakespeare’s 
sublimation of the two old stories is consummated. 
No moral is preached to us. It is presented as it was 
when king and beggar fraternized in tlie storm and 
beggar and Fool were set on the bench of justice, and 
we are primarily to feel the significance. Yet this does 
not lack interpretation; less explicit than when Lear, 
still sane, could read the lesson of the storm, clearer 
than was die commentary on the mock trial. Edgar 
sets us an example of sympadietic listening. His asides 
enforce it, and the last one: 

O matter and impertinency mixed. 

Reason in madness! 

will reproach us if we have not understood. The train 
of fancies fired by the first sight of Gloucester, with 
its tragically comic 

Ha, Goneril with a white beard! 

(Goneril, disguised, pursuing him still!) asks litde 
gloss. 

They flattered me like a dog. . . . To say Ay and No 
to everything I said ! . . . When die rain came to wet me 
once and the wind to make me chatter, when the thunder 
would not peace at my bidding, there I found ’em, there 
I smelt ’em out. Go to, they are not men o’ their words; 
they told me I was everything; 'tis a lie, I am not ague- 
proof. 

Gloucester's dutiful 

Is’t not die king.^ 

begins to transform him in diose mad eyes. And mad- 
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ness sees a Gloucester there that sanity liad known 
and ignored. 

I pardon that man’s life: What was tliy cause? 
Adultery ? 

Thou shalt not die: die for adultery! No: 

The wren goes to’t, and the small gilded fly 
Does lecher in my sight. 

Let copulation thrive; for Gloucester’s bastard son 
Was kinder to liis father than my daughters 
Got ’tween the lawful sheets. 

Gloucester knows better; but how protest that to an 
erratic voice Besides which there is only the kindly 
stranger-peasant near. A slight unconscious turn of 
the sightless eyes toward him, a simple gesture in 
response from Edgar, patiently biding his time, will 
illuminate the irony and the pathos. 

Does die mad mind pass logically from diis to some 
uncanny prevision of the ripening of new evil in Regan 
and Goneril.^ Had it in its sanity secretly known what 

lay beneadi die moral surface of their lives, so ready 
to emerge? ^ 


Behold yon simpering dame 
Whose face between her forks presageth snow 
That minces virtue and does shake the head ^ 
To hear of pleasure's name; 

The fitchew^ nor the soiled horse^ goes to*t 
With a more riotous appetite. < 


inappositeness of tliis passage is quoted 
now-a-days as evidence of Shakespeare’s morbid occuSarion 
about now, with die undeaner aspects of sex. But it is*bv no 
m«ns inapposire to the larger moral scheme of the 
Gcnenl s lust has become an important factor in the acUon' 
Shakespeare cannot give much space to its developments nor 
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But a man — so lunatic logic runs — must free 
himself from the tyrannies of the flesh if he is to see 
the world clearly: 

Give me an ounce of civet, good apothecary, to sweeten 
my imagination. 

And then a blind man may see the truth of it, so he 
tells the ruined Gloucester; 

Look with thine ears: see how yon justice rails upon 
yond simple thief. Hark in thine ear: change placw, 
and, liandy-dandy, which is tl'.e justice, wliich is the thief? 
Thou hast seen a farmer’s dog bark at a beggar? . . . And 
the creature run from the cur. There tliou might st 
behold the great image of audiority; a dog’s obeyed m 
oflice. 

It is the picture of the mock trial given words. But 
with a difference! There is no cry now for vengeance 
on die wicked. For what are we that we should smite 

them.^ 

Thou rascal beadle, hold thy bloody hand! 

Why dost diou lash that whore? Strip tlune own 

bsolc * 

That hotly lust’st to use her in that kind 

For which thou whip’st her. The usurer hangs the 


cozener. . , 

Through tattered clodies smal vices do appear; 
Robes and furr’d gowns lude all. Plate sin with 


And'^die strong lance of justice hurdess breaks; 

Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw doth pierce it. 

Shakespeare has led Lear to compassion for sin as 
well as suffering, has led him mad to where he could 
not hope to lead him san^to where sound common 
sense will hardly let us follow him: 

None docs offend, none, I say, none. 
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To a deep compassion for mankind itself. 

I know thee well enough; thy name is Gloucester; 

Thou must be patient; we came crying hither: 

Thou know’st the first time that we smell the air 

We wawl and cry. I will preach to thee: mark. . . . 

When we are bom, we cry that we are come 

To this great stage of fools. 

This after-part of Lear’s madness may be redundant, 
then, to the strict action of the play, but to its larger 
issues it is most germane. It is perhaps no part of the 
play that Shakespeare set out to write. The play that 
he found himself writing would be how much the 
poorer without it! 

The simple perfection of the scene that restores 
Lear to Cordelia one can leave unsullied by comment. 
What need of any ? Let the producer only note tliat 
there is reason in the Folio’s stage direction; 

Enter Lear in a chair carried by servants. 

For when he comes to himself it is to find tliat lie is 
royally attired and as if seated on his throne again. It 
is from this throne that he totters to kneel at Cor- 
delia’s feet.' Note, too, the pain of his response to 
Kent’s 

In your own kingdom, sir. 

Do not abuse me. 


Finally, Lear must pass from the scene with all the 

ceremony due to royalty; not modiered— please ' bv 

Cordelia. 


Cordelia found again and again lost, what is left for 
Lear but to die? But for her loss, however, his own 
death might seem to us an arbitrary stroke; since die 


‘ Shakespeare kept— and transformed— this piece of busi- 

SS-S S: .oc-of 


148 H. GRANVILLE-B ARKER 

old Lear, we may say, is already dead. Shakespeare, 
moreover, has transported him beyond all worldly 
issues. Tliis is, perhaps, why die action of die batde 
which will seemingly defeat his fortunes is minimized. 
What does defeat matter to him — or even victory.^ It 
is certainly the key to die meaning of the scene which 
follows. Cordelia, who would ‘out-frown false for- 
tune’s frown’, is ready to face her sisters and to shame 
them — were diere a chance of it! — with the sight of 
her father’s wrongs. But Lear himself has no interest 
in anything of die sort. 

No, no, no, no! Come let’s away to prison. 

We two alone will sing like birds i the cage: 

When thou dost ask me blessing. I’ll kneel down, 
And ask of thee forgiveness:* so we’ll live. 

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales and laugh 
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues 
Talk of court news. . . . 


He has passed beyond care for revenge or success, 
beyond even the questioning of rights and wrongs. 
Better indeed to be oppressed, if so you cari be sale 
from contention. Prison will bring him freedom. 


Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia, 

The gods diemselves throw incense. Have I caught 
tiicc ? 

He that parts us shall bring a brand from heaven 
And fire us hence like foxes. Wipe thine eyes; 

The £iood years shall devour them, flesh and tell, 

Ere tiiey shall make us weep: we’ll see em starve 

first. 


Lear’s death, upon one ground or anodier, is artis- 
tically inevitable. Try to '"^^g'^ehis survival ; no 
furthW argument will be needed. The death of Cor 


» That scene in the old play haunted Shakespeare. 
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delta has been condemned as a wanton outrage upon 
our feelings and so as an aestlietic blot upon the play. 
But the dramatic mind that was working to die tune of 

As flies to wanton boys are we to die gods; 

They kill us for dieir sport, 

was not likely to be troubled by niceties of sentiment 
or aesthetics. The main tragic truth about life, to the 
Shakespeare that wrote King Lear^ was its capricious 
cruelty. And what meeter sacrifice to this than Cor- 
delia? Besides, as we have seen, he must provide diis 
new Lear with a tragic determinant, since ‘the great 
rage ... is kill d in him', which precipitated catastrophe 

for the old Lear. And what but Cordelia's loss would 
suffice? 

We have already set Lear's last scene in comparison 
with his first; it will be worth while to note a little 
more particularly the likeness and the difference. The 
same commanding figure; he bears die body of Cor- 
delia as lightly as ever he carried robe, crown and 
sceptre before. All he has undergone has not so bated 

his colossal strength but that lie could kill her murderer 
with his bare hands. 


. . . I kill d tile slave tliat was a-hanging thee. 
Tis true, my lords, he did. 


—says the officer in answer to their amazed looks. 
Albany, Edgar, Kent, and die rest stand silent and in- 
tent around him; Regan and Goneril are diere, silent 
too. He stands, with the limp body close clasped, 
glaring blankly at them for a moment. When speech 

IS tom from him, in place of the old kingly rhetoric we 
have only the horrible, half human 


Howl, howl, howl, howl ! 
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Who these are, for all their dignity and mardal splen- 
dour, for all die respect they show him, he neither 
knows nor cares. They are men of stone and murder- 
ous traitors; though, after a little, dirough the mist of 
his suffering, comes a word for Kent. All his world, 
of power and passion and will, and die wider world 
of thought over which his mind in its ecstasy had 
ranged, is narrowed now to Cordelia; and she is dead 
in his arms. 

Here is the clue to the scene; this terrible concentra- 
tion upon the dead, and upon the unconquerable fact 
of death. This thing was Cordelia; she was alive, she 
is dead. Here is human tragedy brought to its simplest 
terms, fit ending to a tragic play diat has seemed to 
outleap human experience. From power of intellect 
and will, from the imaginative sweep of madness, 
Shakespeare brings Lear to this; to no moralizing nor 

high thoughts, but just to 

She’s pone for ever. 

I know when one is dead and when one lives; 

She’s dead as earth. Lend me a looking-glass; 

If that her breath will mist or suin the stone. 

Why, then she lives. 

Lacking a glass, he catches at a floating fcatlier. Tiiat 
stirs on her lips; a last mockery. Kent kneels by him 
to share his grief. Then to the bystanders comes the 
news of Edmund’s death; the business of life goes 
forward, as it will, and draws ^^^ntion frorn him 
for a moment. But what does he heed . ic y 
turn back to him he has her broken body m his arms 


again. 


And my poor fool is bang’d. No, no, no life! 

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have lite, 

And thou no breath at all.^ Thou It come no more. 
Never, never, never, never, never. 


KINO LEAR 151 

Pray you undo this button; thank you, sir* 

Oo you see this? Look on her, look, her lips, 

Look tliere, look there!* 

* Bradley has an admirable note upon this passage, just such 
a fine piece of perception as we expect from him. Lear, he says, 
at the very last, thinks that Cordelia lives, and dies of the 
joy of iu 
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(b. 1878) 

DIRECT SELF-EXPLANATION* 

§ I. The Relations between Actors and Audience 

T he primitive and popular features of Shakespearian 
art described in tlie Introduction have demon- 
strated the close connexion which existed between the 
stage and the audience. It is necessary, however, to 
become quite clear on this point, in order properly to 
estimate its influence on dramatic technique. We must 
remember that our illusion in the theatre is entirely 
dirterent from that of the Elizabedians, as has been ex- 
cellently shown by Kilian {Shak. Jahrbuch^ 39, p. xiv 
seq.'). Our drama is enacted under the tacit agreement 
that there are no spectators present. Only one wall, 
that in front of the audience, is wanting to the scene. 
In contrast to this, Shakespeare’s stage is surrounded 
by the spectators on three sides. The actor may be 
said to stand in the midst of die audience; he is always 
mindful of this while he is acting, and evidently in 
many cases directly addresses his spectators. Kilian 
proves how strikingly this relation is evidenced by the 
monologue, in wliich the speaker, so to say, fraternizes 
with the audience, and how die whole dramatic com- 
position and the illusion connected with it may m this 
manner be absolutely destroyed. It is no longer a 
monologue in the proper sense— i.e. the expression of 
an individual who, thinking aloud, renders account ol 
his most intimate thoughts and feelings— but a means 
which the author uses in order to instruct his audience 
about the events, or about the plans and character ot 

* Character Problems in Shakespeare's Plays ( 1912 )- 
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the personage speaking. Such instruction and explana- 
tion is further emphasized by the form in which the 
actor delivering the monologue addresses the audience; 
e.g. ‘And mark how well tlie sequel }}angs together’, 
or ‘To say the truth’, or ‘Mark me now’. Kilian shows 
how this use of elements which according to our pre- 
sent view contradict the essence of the monologite 
forms a peculiar feature of Shakespeare’s monologues 
in every period of his art, and most clearly appears in 
the latest products of his riper years. 

§ 2. Self-explanation in Harmony with the Character 
{Remarks on the Characters of Hamlet, Falstajf, <S’c.) 

^ In drawing attention to tlie simplicity of tlie solilo- 
quizing actor who allows his audience to look behind 
his mask, we have taken only a partial, though very 
characteristic, aspect of this technical device. It is not 
true that the Shakespearian drama shows the traces of 
a more primitive time only in this one respect, while 
closely resembling the modern drama in all others. 
The primitiveness and a certain childishness mani- 
fested in the traits witli which we have so far become 
acquainted is apparent, less distinctly, perhaps, but 
recognizable on closer scrutiny, in the whole mechan- 
ism of the Shakespearian drama. All the details of the 
tedmique are more harmless, simple, unsophisticated 
dian we are inclined to imagine. The monologue is not 
tlie only and not the most important among tlie naive 
devices used for enlightening the audience. In the 
course of tlie play—tliat is, in the actual dialogue— 
the characters on the stage supply the audience witli 
the most important information about themselves and 

nature. In a 

number of cases, it is true, most people will not regard 
this practice as a clumsy technical device, but rather 
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look upon it as a tendency of the author to endow his 
figures witli an inclination toward introspection, most 
probably without any conscious intention of throwing 
light upon the mental features of his personages for 
the spectators’ benefit. Where this inclination is un- 
obtrusive and incorporated in other similar traits, as, 
for example, the habit of self-reproach, it will at once 
escape tlie suspicion of being merely a primitive and 
intentional device. Neverdieless, these instances also 
are worthy of note. A case in point is to be found in 
Hamlet. Tlie great majority of serious critics arc. 
agreed on the necessity of conceiving Hamlet not as\ 
a man of action, but essentially as a man of reflection. | 
This reflection, however, is not only directed upon 
the world but also upon himself. The utterances of 
Hamlet in this latter respect are usually regarded as 
chiefly characterizing the subjective state of his soul. 
Indeed, who would take the railings and self-accusa- 
tions, the insults with which he tries to spur himself 
to action, the doubts of himself, for Gospel truth } But 
while taking this view, we must not overlook that in 
this character too we can discern Shakespeare s ten- 
dency to make his figures explain themselves in a 
manner which must be taken very seriously and which 
far transcends mere self-accusation and doubt. 

A fundamental feature of Hamlet’s character is a 
fanatical sense of truth. The reference to this quality 
contained in one of Hamlets first utterances ^ ^ 
play, ‘I know not “seems’^* (i- ii)> may be regarded as 
a necessary product of the situation and a proper and 
natural detail of the dialogue. This explanation, how- 
ever, will not hold good in regard to tlie passage where 
he mentions his weakness. He describes it by saying 
fhat King Claudius is ‘no more like my fadier than 1 to 
Hercules’ (i. ii). This means that he is the very 
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opposite of the embodiment of bodily strength. 
Further, when he speaks of ‘my weakness and my 
melancholy’ (ii. ii, towards the end), these allusions, 
according to the more or less clearly outlined con- 
ceptions which his contemporaries had of the ‘melan- 
choly* t\ >pe of c^ar^ter in tlie drama, point to a group 
of qualities not in any way contradictory to those of 
which he accuses himself in other places. Especially of 
his ambitiorb he speaks on various occasions, once 
mentioning it in plain words (ill. i. 126), and also later 
on showing several times that the accession of his 
uncle had disappointed his hopes (v. ii. 65, &c.). His 
pnd^ef'which he mentions to Ophelia in the same pas- 
sage, often appears, and who would c^ny that Ills be- 
haviour shows some of that vindictiveness of which he 
accuses himself on the same occasion.^ This trait too 
is clearly worked out, especially by contrasting Hamlet 
with his friend. Wlien he explains to Horatio the 
clever trick which has helped him to get rid of Rosen- 
crantz and Guildenstern for ever, the good fellow, 
otherwise accustomed to go with him through thick 
and thin, is unable to suppress a certain uneasiness, 
and replies: ‘So Guildenstern and Rosencrantz go 
to’t.’ Hamlet, almost offended, makes a firm stand 
against all scruples; ‘Why, man, they did make love to 
this employment.* Whoever allows himself to be em- 
ployed against him must suffer the consequences; he 
feels no pity for him, as Polonius also was to find out. 

The effect of self-explanation is thoroughly natural 
in all cases w'here it is put into the moutli of an i^tio-*^ 
speedve character like Hamlet. He strives for truth at 
any cost, and his state of mind makes it conceivable 
that in his self-revelation he should not shrink even 
from cruelty against his own personality. Being so 
natural and comprehensible, this trait in tlie Prince’s 
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character does not attract any undue attention in this 
passage. Indeed, there can be no denying that the 
question as to die respective claims of self-explanadon 
and self-reproach occasionally requires a careful in- 
vestigation. This trait, however, has evidendy become 
so much second nature to Shakespeare in his dramadc 
work that he bestows it even upon characters who are 
anydiing but fanatical worshippers of trutli. This 
applies to a certain extent even to Falstaff himself. It 
is true a great part of the comic effect which radiates 
from diis figure is due to the opposite trait, viz., the 
endeavour of the fat knight to create for himself a 
ciiaracter which he does not possess, as, for instance, 
when he makes himself out to be a hero or succeeds in 
wrapping himself up in an atmosphere of uprightness 
which is of only very doubtful quality and is excel- 
lently fitted for inducing the kind-hearted hostess to 
part widi her last penny. In case of need, when driven 
into a position of self-defence, he changes his character 
as he might do a mask, and on being driven from one 
cover he immediately finds another just as favourable. 
The masks, of course, fit him so ill and protect him so 
little that everybody sees through them at once, and 
he himself dares only to put tliem on widi a humorous 
twinkle of his eye. The comic eflcct is all the greater 
when the stupidity of jusdee Shallow prevents him 
from recognizing the bad moral disguise and makes 
him regard die fat knight as an influential lord at 
Court, or when the hostess, after having been cheated 
a thousand dmes, is once more taken in by his pro- 

Falstaff, though his is a character not at all given to 
<^elf-analysis, nevertheless finds very shrewd and apt 
expressions to throw light upon certain sides of h'S 
personality and its reladon to lus environment: 1 am 
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not only witty in myself, but the cause that wit is in 
other men’ (/ Henry I ii. i). These words give die 
briefest possible formula for the part he has to play in 
the drama, and clearly describe the category to which 
he belongs. To be witty himself and to stimulate 
laughter and wit in odiers is the business of the clown. 
Indeed, FalstafT is not principally a swaggerer and 
blusterer, as certain misguided literary critics would 
have him be, but is the prince and grand master of all 
dramatic clowns, and belongs to the dramatic tradition 
which makes the clown die centre of the comic under- 
plot in the serious drama. FalstafT’s definition of him- 
self also suggests an excellent reason for the magic 
attraction exerted by die Boar’s Head Tavern : he is a 
witty carouser and boon companion who indulges 
every one of his whims, and whose humour irresistibly 
infects his company, calls forth their good spirits, and 
provides them with an inexhaustible source of merri- 
ment by allowing them to use him with impunity as 
the target of their wit. 

The fact that he is old and they are young makes no 
difterence, for — here again his own remark throws 
light upon the character — ‘The truth is,’ he says to the 
Lord Chief Justice, 'I am only old in judgment and 
understanding’ (a Henry I i. ij). 

This hits the nail on the head. FalstaJT, while 
possessing the soundest experience of old age, is also 
endowed with the mercurial versatility, the unbounded 
elasticity, the light-heartedness and "power of enjoy- 
ment found only in the young man of eighteen who 
takes no tliought of the morrow, and in the blind 
confidence of youth pays little lieed to the con- 
sequences of his actions. The old greybeard utters 
only his most heartfelt conviction when on the occa- 
sion of the robbery, whipping up liis own courage 
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with violent words, lie roars at the frightened travellers, 
‘What! ye knaves, young men must live’ (/ Henry IVy 
n. ii). 

The objection may be made that this youtli is 
artificial and owes its origin to drink, the indispensable 
stimulant to FalstafT’s humour. Certainly no actor 
would give a correct representation ot Falstatt who did 
not use this sort of drunken good-humour as a k^ to 
his character. Nloreover, the meekness and the cheap 
compassion for his own condition is that of the old 
toper. There is a vein of youthfulness in him, how- 
ever— the hilarious mood of the eighteen-year-old 
student on tl,e spree, itching for practical jokes, 
breaks out when, in an advanced stage of jollity, ms 
riotous imagination prompts him to imperson^e the 
King in a ‘comedv extempore, making the armcha 

his fhrone, the leaden dagger his 

‘cushion* on his head for a crown, and n^'.nuck mg w uh 

stilted pomposity and ridiculous affectation ot pathos 

the reproachful father and King. . 1 _ .1,^ 

A similar importance must be atmehed to the as 

sertions which King Lear makes about h.mself. 

veneration — namely, reverence “ctf^iLsoeare’s eyes, 
obverse, princely pride. Pri e, in P * 

is a necessary attribute of the great. In All - 
Ends iVell an eminent man is praise ..P 

pride without contempt, and although his humility 

lauded he is admired because 

who were below nini 

He us’d as creatures of anodier place. 

So the idea of ‘service* has nothing repugnant to lum. 
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‘You have that in your countenance*, Kent says to 
Lear, ‘which I would fain call master.’ His Lear has a 
greater endowment of this kind of majesty than any 
other figure in his plays. For tliis reason the blows ot 
Fate that inflict such cruel wounds on his pride arc 
infinitely more painful to him than acts of ingratitude 
and baseness would be to an ordinary mind. But the 
more his pride is wounded, the more clearly does it 
show its unconquerable nature ; it will perish only with 
the life of die King himself. Even in his madness tliis 
pride remains unshaken. He arises more majestic 
wh.ere others would be in danger of lapsing into 
ridicule. Thus we may indeed say of Lear, applying 
tlie Shakespearian conception of kingliness, that he is 
‘every inch a king*. This characteristic phrase, again, 
is uttered by the King with reference to himself vi. 
1 lo). The significance of these words is not greatly 
aflccted by the fact that diey are spoken in a state of 
madness. 

§ 3. Ambiguous Self-explanation (^Rascals and Heroes; 

Julius Caesar") 

On proceeding furdier in our inquiry, we begin to 
see certain difficulties in die application of this 
technical device. It must be admitted that diis trait, 
according to our modern conceptions, can be approved 
only in passages where the action gives warrant for it 
and where it has no disturbing influence on the charac- 
terization. In most cases, however, it will prove un- 
suitable because of its psychological impossibility or 
because of die conflict which it produces between the 
direct and the indirect methods of characterization. 

As regards the first difficulty, it would clearly be an 
absolute self-contradiction if, for instance, anybody 
were to explain in long-winded speeches, and widi 
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great wealth of vocabulary, that he is remarkable for 
his gift of silence, and it would be equally absurd to 
endeavour to prove stupidity by a great display of 
clever arguments, or superficiality’ by means of heart- 
rending complaints, or to express a matter-of-fact 
disposition in highly poetical language. Common ex- 
perience will show that cleverness consists in properly 
recognizing what is stupid, that nobody can be super- 
ficial who suffers from a sense of his own deficiencies, 
and that beauty of language is a sure sign of artistic 
talent. Shakespeare’s transgressions of diis law will be 
dealt with later on. 

The second difficulty may be regarded as almost 
more important than the first one. In ordinary life an 
utterance of a person made in order to draw attention 
to supposedly praiseworthy or reprehensible sides of 
his character allows us to infer his real character by 
way of indirect characterization; and we believe we 
can apply the same kind of reasoning to persons m a 
play, since we know that to recognize ilie good or evil 
in oneself, and even to go so far as to show them in 

the presence of others, requires specia characteristics. 
Most interpreters following the traditional method 
have seen no difficulties here. Utterances criminal 

personages in which they openly describe their deeds 
as wicked were unquestionably taken for Gospel truth 
and hardly ever regarded as serving ^ a 
direct chaVacterizauon. Lady Macbeth f 

at her own behaviour from an outside f 

r-iiu it ‘crueltv’. and desenbes her murderous mten 

. Lik. Browning’s Andrcn del 
by confessing that unfortunately his superfiaal 
vents him from being a good painter! 
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he says, after hatching tlie devilish plot of destroying 
Othello, his master; ' Knavery' s plain face is never seen 
till used’ (ii. i. c. 320). Cloten, in Cymbelinc^ the villain 
of the piece, quite glibly talks of the villainous orders 
he has given (iii. v. 113). A person who is so little 
weighed down with the recognition of his own wicked- 
ness we usually style a cynic. This appellation might 
possibly fit a real rascal like Edmund in King Leary 
who describes himself as ‘rough and lecherous’ (r. ii. 
145). But this would be to regard these matters from 
an entirely erroneous point of view. This kind of self- 
characterization should not be considered as in any 
way an attempt at realism. Wetz {Die Menschen in 
Shakespcarcs Drameny p. 184) seriously states that 
* Shakespeare's wretches and villains arc perfectly clear 
about the criminal nature of their actions'. This flatly 
contradicts the truth of life. A more recent investi- 
gator, WolfT, tries to explain this trait by obsen.'- 
ing tliat in the Renaissance period people were far 
more frank and open, whereas ‘under the stronger 
pressure of modern public morality they never aban- 
don their hypocrisy and refuse to lift the mask of dis- 
simulation oven in tlieir own private thoughts’. In 
point of probability we should rank this line of argu- 
ment about as highly as an attempt to explain the fivc- 
lions of the Assyrians by asserting that lions 
with five legs had actually existed at that time, or to 
account for the primitive drawings of prehistoric men, 
in which faces are represented in profile, yet having 
two eyes, by declaring that in those davs a man’s two 
eyes were botli on the same side of'lus face. The 
source of the error here is a misconception of the art- 
form, which itself is primitive. The Assyrians wished 
the Uon to have four legs from whichever side it was 
looked at. In the drama die villain is to be a villain 
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the noble character is to appear noble, from whichever 
side we look at them. This mode of representation has 
never been true to facts, neitlier in the Renaissance nor 
before; in all probability even Cain did not lack a very 
good reason for killing Abel (though this may not 
have been, as Byron asserts, his extreme dullness). 
The reason for this departure from reality is to be 
looked for in the careful regard which Shakespeare 
everywhere ptiys to the limited mental capacity of the 
public. The poet desires above all to avoid misappre- 
hension of the main outlines of the action and the 
characters, to prevent the spectators from confusing 
the ethical values and from taking pleasure in the vices 
represented and the situations produced by them. In 
short, the public was an influential factor in determin- 


ing the art-form. 

We have long been accustomed, by a tacit agree- 
ment, not to take offence at this aspect of Sliakespear- 
ian technique, but to regard it as a primitive iraif, 
impossible nowadays, and therefore not exposed to 
misinterpretations. When the villains talk of dieir vil- 
lainy we do not on that account consider them ascynics. 
Numerous critics of Othello, for example, find in 
certain speeches of lago, in spite of the 
^bovc, an endeavour to palliate Ins 

which no cynic ever does. This kind of characteriza 
dorturns Lt to be entirely traditional Just m .be 
same way the Jew of Mal«. notw.thstandmg tlye^y 
special reasons for his action, 1 ,1, 

myself m have more of the serpen, than die dove; d.at 

is, more knave than fool. . nucs- 

In this inquiry we arc too apt to 
tion that m^ht be raised: What are 
utterances just the opposite of these, containing 
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ences to praiseworthy qualities? If Shakespeare’s art- 
form is still so imperfect that it does not allow us, as 
we do nowadays, to interpret ilie calm description 
given by a person of his ov/n baseness as a sign of , 
cynicism, are we then forbidden to perceive in self- 
revelations regarding the possession of valuable moral 
qualities nothing but conceit, boastfulness, or arro- 
gance ? Here we may remember die ghost of Hamlet’s 
father, who thinks himself so superior to his brother 
Claudius, a person ‘whose natural gifts were poor to 
those of mine’ (i. v. 5 i setf.). This description in point 
of fact perfectly agrees with that which Hamlet gives 
of his father; neverdieless, spoken by the father him- 
self, these words strike us as somewhat self-complacent. 
Did Shakespeare mean this? There does not seem to 
be any sense in thus sliowing up a weak side in the 
character of the ghost. Let us further consider the 
account which Prospero in Tempest gives of him- 
self, liow he designates himself as 

tile prime duke, being so reputed 
In dignity, and for the liberal arts 
Without a parallel. (l. ji. <73.) 

Cordelia, too, in King Lear may serve as an illustra- 
tion. In die exposition she describes herself as wanting 

that glib and oily art 

Xo speak and purpose not, since what I well intend 
Til do' t be fore I speak. ... * 

... [I lack} that Jor which I am richer^ 

A still-soliciting eye, and such a tongue 
That I am glad I have nor. 

Here her air of knowing perfectly well what she is 
doing m presenting her advantages in their true light 
stnkes a false note in the infinite harmony of her be- 
ing, so that Kreyssig thinks he can discover a ring of 
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something like ‘sauciness’ in ‘the reply with which 
the daughter of the old Lear cannot quite disguise her 
race’. We may regard it as absolutely certain, how- 
ever, that Shakespeare had not the slightest intention 
of endowing with any trait of vanity the touching 
figure of Cordelia, whom we see on other occasions, 
overpowered bv her emotions, standing speechless, 
unable to articulate a word or even to produce a single 


sound. - 

We may also think of Brutus in Julius Lacsar,z 

personage much given to self-characterization, which, 

however, is adroitly interwoven with the action. 

Sometimes we seem to perceive traits m him which 

make us doubt whether they are intentional or not. it 

does sound like a boast when he describes liimsclf as 

‘arm’d so strong in honesty’. It is 
that this was not Shakespeare s intention. He mere y 
overdoes die emphasis m order not to miss being 
rarly understood; hence the false impression we 

receive. Brutus acts without any “'<5='' „ 
moralitv seems even to surpass that of his model in 
Plutarch— he only follows his duty, obeying that 

:-ir B toj;.- 1:^=3. 
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the same trait in other cliaracters who are not Romans; 
for example, when Henry V, giving audience to the 
French ambassadors and seeing Uiem liesitaie to de- 
liver the arrogant message of their Dauphin, praises 
his kingly self-command in the words: 

We arc no tyrant, but a Christian king. 

Unto whose grace our passion is as subject 
As are our wretches fetter’d in our prisons. 

(^Henry i. ii. 24T.) 

It is just this monarch who proves himself to be any- 
thing but a braggart. 

A more dillicult question is presented by the objec- 
tion that possibly at tliat time self-praise was not con- 
sidered as a moral defect, at least so long as it did not 
overstep the limits of truth, that the expression of 
pride in one’s own achievements and ability was less 
hampered by moral restraint than in later times. In 
that case the dramatist’s conception would be true to 
the life ot his time, and ours would be based upon a 
false, anachronistic conception. One glance, however, 
into the history of the manners of that time, a short 
perusal of some of those modest speeches with whicli 
high functionaries, like the Speakers of Elizabetli’s 
Parliament, entered upon their offices, suffice to show 
us tliat here we are no longer in the Homeric age, and 
tliat modesty in speaking of one’s own person is by 
no means foreign to Elizabethan times. So we shall 
probably have to be satisfied witli the conclusion tliat 
we are here face to face with a mere dramatic tradition 
very liable to misinterpretation. On the other hand’ 
Shakespeare may have been influenced in endowing his 
figures of sovereigns with this trait by tlte pompous 
Style in which the crowned dignitaries of his as wdl as 
ot our own time speak of themselves in royal edicts 
though no personal qualities are implied here. * 
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All this is much less significant for the characteriza- 
tion of Brutus than of Julius Caesar himself. Caesar is 
one of tliose Shakespearian figures who have almost 
without exception been misunderstood by an ana- 
chronistic school of criticism, most flagrantly perhaps 
by Brandcs. In the light of his investigation Shake- 
speare’s Caesar has become a contemptible wretch; 
he goes so far as to call him a caricature, ‘the sum-total 
of all unpleasant qualities. He makes the impression 
of an invalid. Stress is laid on his suffering from fall- 
ing-sickness. He is deaf of one ear. He is no longer in 
possession of his old vigour. He swoons when the 
crown is offered to him. He envies Cassius, ho is a 
belter swimmer than himself. He is as superstitious as 
any old crone. He enjoys flattery, 

haughtily, boasts of his firmness, and is changeable 

andinconsistent. He acts imprudently, 
and does not recognize the dangers threatening lum, 
whereas all others see them’. In another passage 
Brandes calls him puffed up with conceit, always cere- 
monious st^ and stilted, and adds that nobody 

reallv believes his assertion that he is ignorant of fear. 
Other critics have furdier reproached him with bein^ 

theatrical ^ ^^^ber of these 

-our elders say’ that this 

PluTarcit, where it i^ referred to as a common^" 
belief, and, reading in the Caesar. 

etpToTs-'^produrin the drama the true colour of 
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antiquity. Plutarch also tells us of the imperator’s 
epilepsy and headache; Shakespeare converts these 
diseases into the falling-sickness and deafness of one 
ear. As regards this last point, we must admit that we 
cannot explain why he lias represented Caesar as deaf- 
There is no autliority either for his description of 
Caesar’s ambiguous attitude towards flattery, and his 
conviction tliat he himself is inaccessible to it (Mac- 
Callum, p. 223). Brandes’ reproach, however, that 
Caesar is ‘always changeable and inconsistent’ greatly 
overshoots the mark. The scene which Brandes chiefly 
uses to justify this accusation is the one in Plutarch 
where Caesar, on the morning of his assassination, 
the prayers of his wife, who is frightened 
by her dream, has decided not to go to the senate- 
house, and is induced to change liis mind by the 
cunning interpretation which Decius, one of the 
conspirators, gives of the dream. It is impossible, 
however, to infer from this scene that Caesar is 
inconsistent or timid; only when his wife goes down 
on her knees to implore him does he yield and 
abandon his decision. After her fears have been lulled 
and silenced by the treacherous eloquence of Dccius 
there is no further reason to prevent him from going.* 
Tlie other traits also, with the exception of Caesar’s 
boastfulness, are all in a very similar manner drawn 
from Plutarch. 


‘ It may also be that even before yielding to his wife he has 
been a hcitc unnerved by her terrible anxiety. But the wav in 
whidi some critics, and especially M. W. MacCallum in his 
exttllent book, S/iaktsp^are s Roman Plays anj their Back- 
(London, i^iOj p. construe a disagreement 

bcRveen this scene and Caesar’s declaration in the senate that 
his resolutions are as unshalcible as the polar star strikes one as 
almost ludicrous. Cie^r in no way loses his character by doing 
his wife a favour which, after all, is very insignificant ^ ® 
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The fact that Sliakespeare borrowed these traits 
from iiis source would not suffice in itself to disprove 
Brandes’ representation. Supposing each of them to 
be historically correct, their combination might never- 
theless be effected in a one-sided and biased manner 
amounting almost to a falsification. By methodically 
utilizing less sympatlietic traits related by Plutarch the 
figure of Brutus too might have been radically altered. 
We must ask ourselves, however, wliat reason Shake- 
speare could have had for giving such a caricature of 
lulius Caesar. This would be all the more astonishing 
as in various passages of his dramas he speaks of him 
with the greatest respect, and unswervingly follows 
the well-known tradition whicli saw in him one of the 
rreatesi of men, perhaps the greatest of all times. Most 
Shakespearian critics have answ ered tins question by 
asserting that he found it advisable not to make Caesar 
too great, as otherwise tlie conspirators would have 
appelred too insignificant in comparison. Drama .c 
neLssities, tltereforc. above all the P™m.nen mp^ 
tance assigned to Brutus, the moral ht^o of the pla>, 
are said to liave thrown the figure of Caesar 
background. This explanation lias been re)ected by 
Landes, who saw its unsoundness 

““'.".5“ - 1; if,,. 

setting ’ 1,^ j„ma could only liavc been 

jidLLd Lr tmgic by p-^'y j'— 

f amaLc^reTsLrX'tt bmimL^rto which L part 
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lightly suppose that Shakespeare, who knew very well 
how to represent historical or legendary poetic figures, 
like Henry V, Cressida, and Cleopatra, of wliom his 
contemporaries had a vivid impression, would have 
dared to put before them a Julius Caesar whose great 
qualities had been consciously and purposely sup- 
pressed. Tliis being ruled out as quite impossible, why 
then should such an inflated ‘invalid’, as Brandes styles 
him, be shown on die stage in the place of Julius 
Caesar.^ 

The answer is not difficult. Shakespeare’s Caesar, if 
we refuse to read the drama with the eyes of the critics 
mentioned above, will appear to us in a very difFerenc 
light. It is true many of the enumerated traits are 
actually there, but they do not show much. That they 
obtrude so little is due to die impression wliich we 
receive of Caesar. His greatness is shown less in his 
own person than in die enormous influence which he 
exercises upon his environment. He is the centre of 
everything. The very first scene shows the town full 
of jubilation over his triumph, which entices even die 
artisan from his honest work. His enemies are seen to 
be possessed by a kind of impotent fury against the 
gigtmtic power of that influence which lays the world 
at his feet. Even the words uttered, widi gnashing of 
teedi, by die most relentless of his enemies, the irre- 
concilable Cassius, echo the admiration of the whole 
world; 

This man 

Is now become a god. 

. . . he doth bestride the narrow world 
Like a colossus. ) 

Also the reverence which Brutus feels for him in his 
sold IS boundless; ‘We all stand up against the spirit 
of Caesar (11, i. 167). Tliey all know, even when kill- 
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ing him, that he is ‘the foremost man of all this world’ 
(iv. iii. 22). In this manner an atmosphere is created in 
which Caesar appears surrounded by a magic light, 
which after his fall adds a still greater lustre to his 
memory. It is therefore quite absurd to suppose that 
Shakespeare diminishes the importance of Caesar. 
Rather must we say that the vastness of his figure is 
tacitly or openly presupposed in all the happenings of 
the play» 

The question now arises whether his demeanour in 
the play corresponds to the great opinion generally 
entertained of him. We know that occasionally in 
Shakespeare’s works a contradiction may appear be- 
tween these two things, as, for example, in the charac- 
terization of King Claudius (vide infra). But here we 
can speak only very conditionally of such a contradic- 
tion. Caesar is represented as a born ruler of men, an 
imperious character in every sense of the term. His 
very first speeches consist of a succession of com- 
mands. One after the other Calpurnia, Antony, the 
procession, the soothsayer, the musicians, ckx., are 
civen their orders; even Antony, himself an important 
personage, is at his beck and call like a schoolboy. 
When he is furious his entourage, even if a Cicero be 
among them, look ‘like a chidden tram* (i. 11. 1S2), and 
tliey dwindle down to the size of mere retainers the 
moment he shows himself. With unerring penetration 
ITe rTads their characters ; of the lean Cassius especial y 
1.C expects nothing good. But though Projess^ to 
be ignorant of fear he yields to the urgent requests o 
his wife, who is anxious to keep him J 

fateful morning until her care is “jijy 

less he goes out with tlie conspirators, chatting gaily 
whh On his way he encounters the last ch^n e 

of saving himself in tlie person of a well-wisher wh 
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tries to warn him. But as tlie conspirators at the same 
time present him with a petition tlie attempt to warn 
him fails, cliiefly because of the clumsiness of his 
friend, who, urged by the fullness of his heart, presses 
his paper upon him with the remark that it contains 
a matter touching him personally. This is only a 
reason, however, for Caesar in his sublime impartiality 
to defer the perusal until tlie other matter has been 
transacted, and he angrily rebukes the petitioner, who, 
in his anxiety, refuses to obey. No trace of small- 
mindedness is perceivable in all tliese actions, nothing 
that could lower his dignity or be at variance with his 
greatness. Some of his words, like the famous and 
profound remark. 

He thinks too much; such men are dangerous, 

(i. ii. 192.) 

bear the stamp of genius. Moreover, his behaviour in 
the assassination scene does not betray the ‘invalid* of 
Brandes. No cry of fear, no lamentation from his lips, 
interrupts the terrible catastrophe. 

This being the true picture of Caesar, how did the 
critics come by the impression described above The 
reason evidently is that Shakespeare has endowed his 
hero with a number of small human traits wliich are in- 
dispensable for enlivening the portrait and rendering it 
truly individual. The excessive reverence in which he 
is held by all probably assured the dramatist tliat by 
making him human he did not risk destroying that 
impression of greatness on which the whole play rests. 
Thus he gave him the historically interesting traits of 
the falling-sickness, of a certain superstition, allowed 
his mortal enemy sneeringly to relate the story (in- 
vented by Shakespeare, but here to be taken as true to 
the character of Caesar) about his bodily weakness. 
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and made another conspirator remark that he was not 
inaccessible to flattery. All these details, however, are 
of little significance. They show him to be human 
after all, but they do not reduce the gigantic dimen- 
sions of liis personality. Shakespeare even makes him 
appear nobler tlian does Plutarch, who, for example, 
expressly states that his reasons for not wishing to go 
to the senate-house on tlie day of assassination were 
suspicion and apprehension. In the drama, however, 
it is only Calpurnia for whose sake he decides to re- 
main at home. Much the same may be said of the 
coronation scene, which fails in such a curious manner. 
Here Shakespeare, true to his usual practice, almost 
exactly reproduces what is related in Plutarch, and 
thus, in a way, makes him responsible for the psycho- 
logical probability of the w liole occurrence. The im- 
portance of this scene, however, is not so great as to 
merit closer attention. 

We have now shown that the traits mentioned are 
in no way at variance with Caesar’s greatness. It would 
be too much, however, to maintain that they all serve 
to express it in the best possible manner. We witness 
none of the deeds which render Caesar immortal, or 
which only he can perform. To represent them was 
certainly not Shakespeare’s intention, because Caesar’s 
<rreatness appears sufficiently without them. TTe play 
docs not treat of the ‘famous victories of Julius Caesar , 
and according to its original plan— it is probable that 
this external plan is not due to Shakespeare hi^mself, 
but was taken over by him— it can represent him as 
crowned with laurel wreaths, but cannot show liow 
these were gained. His Coriolanus later on is arranged 
according to an essendally different plan, and begins 
by showing the hero engaged in the greatest under- 
taking of his life, so that we are not required, during 
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the whole succession of scenes, to trust implicitly to 
tile author for the hero’s greatness. Coriobnus was 
unknown to liis audience. In the case of Julius Caesar 
such a procedure was unnecessary; his greatness was 
proclaimed loudly enough in universal history. 

All objections raised against the characterization of 
Caesar have now been dealt with and refuted, with one 
exception. That which remains is apparently the 
strongest of them all, and die only one which explains 
our treatment of this whole question in this connexion. 
It is the opinion tliat Caesar is drawn as the type of the 
braggart, a theatrical, bombastic, pompous, pufTed-up, 
conceited, and boastful person. Here we encounter a 
gross misunderstanding of Shakespeare’s art-form 
which characterizes all Shakespearian criticism of the 
last hundred years. It is true people of our times who 
read or hear Caesar’s words without having a con- 
nected idea of Shakespeare’s mediods of characteriza- 
tion will undoubtedly receive an unsympathetic im- 
pression of die kind just described. Thus, for example, 
we are astonished by the frequent repetition of his 
assurance diat he is ignorant of fear. Of Cassius he 
says: 

... I fear him not: 

Yet if my name were liable to fear, 

I do not know the man I should avoid 
So soon as that spare Cassius. . . . 

I radicr tell thee what is to be fear’d 
Than what I fear, for always I am Caesar. 

(r. ii. 195.) 

He remarks to Calpumia; 

Of all the wonders that I yet have heard, 

It seems to me most strange that men should fear; 
Seeing that death, a necessary end, 

Will come when it will come. (n. ii. 34.) 
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And again: 

. . . danger knows full well 
That Caesar is more dangerous than he: 

We are two lions litter’d in one day. 

And I the elder and more terrible. (ii. ii. 44-) 

The same high opinion of himself wliich animates 
these last words he voices in the lines; 

. . . the things that threaten’d me 
Ne’er look’d but on my back; when they shall see 
The face of Caesar, they are vanished. (ii. ii. 10.) 

The scene which best shows his self-esteem is that 
in the Capitol, before his assassination. When Metel- 
lus Cimber, according to the arrangement of the con- 
spirators, kneels before him and addresses his entreaties 
to him, Caesar, without the least suspicion of the 
danger which is now hanging immediately over his 
head, indignantly replies: 

These couchincs and these lowly courtesies. 

Might fire the blood of ordinary men, 

And turn pre-ordin.ince and first decree 
Into the law of children. Be not fond, 

To think that Caesar bears such rebel blood 
That will be thaw’d from the true quality 
With that which melteth fools. . . . (tn- '• 

Still more clearly he draws a line between the others 
and himself in the last words which are directed to- 
wards the whole body of the conspirators: 

I could be well moved if I were as you; 

If I could pray to move, prayers would move me; 

But I am constant as the northern star. 

Of whose true-fix’d and resting quality 
There is no fellow in the firmament. 

The skies are painted with unnumber’d sparks. 

They are all fire and every one does shine. 

But tliere’s but one in all doth hold his place; 


*75 


DIRECT SELF-EXPLANATION 

So in the world; 'tis furnish’d well with men, 

And men are flesh and blood, and apprehensive; 

Yet in the number I do know but one 
Yhat unassailable holds on his rank, 

Unshaked of motion: and that I am he. 

Let me a little show it, even in this. . . . (m. i. 58.) 

When the petitioner, regardless of all refusals, once 
more besieges him with solicitations, he sums up all 
that he has said of himself, rising to a climax in his 
angry exclamation: 

Hence! Wilt thou lift up Olympus? (ill. i. 74.) 

The answer is given by the daggers of the conspirators. 

Those are the words on which the accusation against 
Caesar is founded that he is a pulTed-up, theatrical 
boaster. ‘With too much levity of mind and without 
scruples in his very deficient knowledge of the facts he 
set out to portray Caesar,’ says Brandes, ‘and as he 
made Jeanne d’Arc a witch, he made Caesar a brag- 
gart!’ We have already indicated that in a modern 
play this kind of self-contemplation, rising almost to 
self-worship, could justify tliis inference. We also 
know that he who talks so much of his courage gener- 
ally arouses the suspicion of being a coward. 

Against this view, even if for the moment we leave 
out of consideration Shakespeare’s specific kind of 
dramatic technique, which all this is intended to point 
out, we must raise the objection that it docs not ex- 
plain how Shakespeare could represent tlie great 
Caesar as a vain and cowardly boaster while making 
the world resound with his praises. For his arrogance, 
which critics have also found in the lines 

What is now amiss 

Tliat Caesar and his senate must redress? 

(ill. i, 32.) 

a passage of Plutarch has been adduced wliich tells of 
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Caesar’s occasionally treating this body with disdain; 
and for the self-assurance, bordering on conceit, which 
appears in his words about his sublime position among 
men a remark made by Suetonius — whom Shakespeare 
never drew upon — has been held responsible which 
says that he had declared ‘his words should be re- 
garded as laws’ (cf. Mich. MacMillan’s introduction to 
ilie ‘Arden’ Shakespeare, p. xxv seq.'). But what is the 
significance of these scanty data in comparison with 
the information about Caesar which Shakespeare could 
gather from Plutarch? Still less importance can we 
attach to the reference to Caesar (already brushed 
aside by Brandes) made by Rosalind in As You Like It, 
where in her usual roguisli manner she calls the 
famous ‘I came, saw, and overcame’ ‘Caesar’s thrason- 
ical brag’, for this remark is, of course, made in a quite 
jocular sense and connexion. We might as well here 
throw into the balance the words of good old Falstaff, 
who, having had a success quite unexpected by him- 
self on the field of battle in capturing a live prisoner, 
expresses his pride in the words; ‘I may justly say 
with the hook-nosed fellow of Rome; I came, saw, 
and overcame’ (a Henry IV, iv. iii). Further, we shall 
have to ask why Shakespeare, if he really intended 
to depict Caesar as a coward or boaster, does not make 
a single one of the conspirators (who are so eager to 
discover his weaknesses) utter the slightest word about 
these qualities. Why does even Cassius, his most 
deadly enemy, call him a lion (even though he uses 
this expression only because his hatred makes liim 
regard the others as deer)? Brutus goes so far as to 

testify, in plain words: 

... to speak truth of Caesar 
I have not known when his affections sway’d 
More than his reason. (**• h »9') 
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This, coming from Shakespeare’s own mouth, is extra- 
ordinary praise, as many parallel passages show. 

All these circumstances seem to indicate that we are 
on die right tack in regarding the self-cliaracterization 
of Julius Caesar as not dissimilar to the odier cases in 
which tlie dramatic self-explanation bears a much more 
primitive character than the more advanced sides of 
Shakespearian art would at first make us inclined to 
suspect. In these instances w'e may even see survivals 
of the primitive conventionalized art, in which the 
figures iiave scrolls with the so-called ‘legend’ (‘I am 
. . .’) hanging out of their mouths. In this case tliere 
was a special reason for relapsing so signally from a 
realistic to a convendonalized art-form. The Ameri- 
can scholar Ayres' has shown that there exists a 
dramatic tradidon in the representation of Julius 
Caesar which originates from a Caesar-drama in Ladn 
by Muret (1544). In it Caesar is clearly drawn after 
the figure of the Hercules CEtaeus of Seneca. The 
vainglorious language is the same in both cases. 
Muret’s example has been followed by the later Caesar- 
dramas, of which that by the Italian Pescetti (Verona, 
1594) contains such striking analogies to Shake- 
speare s play that a connexion between diem by means 
of a common source is clearly recognizable. We may 
therefore assume that Shakespeare had before him an 
older play which also followed the tradidon just men- 
tioned, and wliich made Caesar use the same kind of 
lan^age. Shakespeare, by accepting it, intermingled 
with die realism of his representation an alien element 
which at least in his case should not be interpreted’ 
realisrically,forthe reasons already adduced. No doubt 
tile mformadon which Caesar gives of himself is meant 
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by Shakespeare to correspond exactly with his real 
character. It would not surprise us if we heard it 
uttered by another person about Caesar. It perfectly 
agrees with what we are told in other passage about 
tlie man who has become a god, die ‘colossus’ who 

should get the start of the majestic world. 
And bear the palm alone. 


Evidently, however, there is no intention of charg- 
ing Caesar with the odium of vanity or vainglory 
because he says these things. There is as little reason 
for regarding Caesar as a braggart on account of die 
praises he aoplies to himself as mere is to style lago or 
Cloten in Cymbdint (ill. v. 1 1 3) cynics merely because 
thev talk of their own behaviour as knavery or 
‘villainy’. Here again we reach the limits of realism 
and are faced by a dramatic tradition of an unrealistic 
type similar to that which allows the villain to take the 
audience into his confidence. At the same “"le ^erejs 
no denying that Caesar is meant to show self-esteem 
and priL-. Above all, Shakespeare canaot .mag.ne tl 
Great fK^ure witliout a great measure of pathos m m 
fpeechel, the same kind of pathos which is frequently 

aLociated in his mind witli the 

himself in die third person and calls 

A glance into the historical plays ^°XJsZ’Je also 
have been sufficient to show that bliakespear 
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makes other great figures, wlio have not written any 
historical treatises in the third person, speak of them- 
selves in the same manner whenever they grow 
pathetic, as, for example, Richard II: 

What must the king do now? Must he submit? 

The king shall do it: must he be deposed? 

The king shall be contented: must he lose 

The name of king? (iii. 3. 143-) 

Or: 

Long mayst thou live in Richard's seat to sit. 

And soon lie Richard in an earthy pit! 

(iv. i. 218. >) 

The difference between these cases and that of 
Caesar is that in him this trait is more strongly em- 
phasized, just as his self-characterization, compared 
with the instances mentioned above, is more obtrusive. 
We may perhaps add that from this trait we can infer 
the manner in which Caesar ought to be acted. He is 
not conceivable without an extraordinary display of 
pathos. This adherence to tradition can in many cases 
be secured only by avoiding the realistic style, a de- 
parture which would strike us nowadays as highly 
artificial. But be this as it may, the example shows that 
if we wish to know how the author himself wants us to 
understand his characters we must in every case look 
closely at what they say about themselves, and we 
ought to take these utterances far more seriously, and 
see in them a more direct expression of tlie autlior’s 
intention, than our modern dramatic technique would 
allow us to do. 

* Similarly, King Lear (i. iv. 276 seq.\ Antony and Cleopatra 
(iV. Xlll, 14 seq^^ &€• 
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‘HENRY W 

ITH Henry F, therefore, Shakespeare reached the 
T T climax of exterior life; it is at once a conclusion 
and a beginning. It is not primarily a patriotic play, 
for the First Chorus knows nothing of patriotism nor 
of England, but only of a Muse of fire which would 
ascend the brightest heaven of invention by d^coyering 
a challenge between mighty monarchies. Patriotism 
certainly keeps breaking in, but rather like the army 
itself: the mass behind Henry is dramatically an 
English mass, and as the play proceeds he becomes 
more and more an English king. So much rnust be 
allowed to the patriots; it is, however, for them to 
allow that he becomes something else and more 
as well, and it is in that something more that his 

peculiar strength lies. 

^ Before dehning that, however, and his own words 
define it, it may be well to remark a few of die diffe 

ences between ^and its precedent 

The newer manner of the blank 
ated- it gains in speed. Less even than in Henry 
are therf any involutions or adornments; "lOve- 
ments Hke the action of die persons, admit of no de- 
lay. It has lost supetfluity, though it ^^'t 

analysis. No word blurs, but each 

as^h:je l^^riXn beteen'"l.;^ and Hotspur 
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and Falstaff in Henry IV’, u hat tlie King is, he is, and 
the others are apart from liim. In fact, the next differ- 
ences between the two plavs are (i) the omission of 
Hotspur, and (ii) the omission of Falstaff. It will be 
said iliat Hotspur is dead before Henry IV ends and 
Falstaff dies soon after Henry begins. But whatever 
historical necessity or moral convenience compelled 
tliose two deaths, the result is to leave the stage free 
not only for King Henry himself, but for something 
else — for the development of the idea of honour. In 
Henry I V \\OT\oxir had been peculiarly the property of 
Hotspur, and it had seemed like being his property in 
a narrower sense. He had regarded it almost as if it 
were something he owned as he owned his armour, 
somediing that he could capture and possess. 

By heaven methinks it were an easy leap 
To pluck bright honour from the pale-fac’d moon, 

Or dive into the bottom of the deep, 

W here fatliom-line could never touch the ground, 
And pluck up drowned honour by the locks; 

So he that doth redeem her thence might wear 
Without corrival all her dignities: 

Against this splendid and egotistical figure is the 
figure of Falstaff. Up to the lasract of .2 Henry IV t\\Q 
distinction of Falstaff had been that, though he may 
want a lot for his comfort, he does not need it for hi's 
complacency. Hotspur, without a sense of his own 
honour, feels himself deficient; it is why he rebels. 
Falstaff, without the same sense, feels himself free; it 
is why he runs away or fights as circumstances and his 
own common sense dictate. Henry V miglit have been 
made like either of them; in fact, he was made like 
neither. Neitlier Hotspur nor Falstaff could suit the 
Muse of fire or the brigiitest heaven. Honour must for 
Henry in his own play be something consonant with 
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that brightness, and that invention discovered a phrase 
which made honour more than reputation — whether 
for possession or repudiation. 

And those tliat leave their valiant bones in France, 
Dying like men, though buried in your dunghills, 
They shall be fam’d; for there the sun shall greet them, 
And draw their honours reeking up to heaven. 
Leaving their eartlily parts to choke your clime. 

Their bodies are dead; their honours live, but not 
as fame upon earth. Tiie lieaven of invention is to 
suggest this otlier heaven; the honour of poetry is to 
show the honour of tlie spirit in challenge. It is a little 
reminiscent of Lycidas\ where also Fame is trans- 
muted into something pleasing to ‘all-judging 
The honours winch so live are the spirits and souls of 
the righteous — anyhow, of the righteous at Agincourt. 
It is to Henry that the identification is given; it is for 
him that honour is now a name for man’s immortal 
part. If that venture of war which is the result of 
the challenge between two great worldly powers, 
two mighty monarchies, is defeated, this end at least 
is left to those who carry themselves well m tliat 


As far as the war itself is concerned, the play did not 

attempt any illusion. It put war ‘in the round . Ike 
causes of it are there; dynastic claims are the 

lent of the modern prestige of f . 

force of the verse carries the sincerity of the mten 
tion, and the tennis-balls are part of the ^au^e of 
war; that is, the other monarchy is 
Any insincerity is part of the way of things, but 

sufficient to cloud the glory ee 

sense Shakespeare threw over the diplomatic advi« 
oftheKingin^/fenry/f^as well as the martial egotis 

of Hotspur. 


« 


‘henry v' *83 

Besides the causes of war there is, in the first Har- 
fleur scene, what a soldier-poet called ‘Joy of Battle’; 
so, with a horrid faithfulness, in the second Harfleur 
scene, is the usual result of Joy of Battle. So, finally, 
in the field before Agincourt, is a kind of summing- 
up. War is not so very much more dangerous than 
peace; one is almost as likely to be killed one way 
as the otlicr. ‘Every soldier’s duty is the King’s, but 
every subject’s soul is his own’, \^'hich if he keep 
clean, it does not very much matter whether he lives 
or dies. Death is not all that important — to Henry 
(who in the play was going to fight), to the lords, to 
the army, and, as a consequence, to the citizens of 
Harfleur. Tlie Duke of Burgundy’s oration in the 
last Act describes all the general advantages of peace, 
but it does not do more. Peace, as a general thing, is 
preferable to war, but life is pretty dangerous an}’ 
way — pretty bloody, in ever}' sense of the v/ord — and 
a h.caltliy male adult should be prepared for death at 
any moment. So wliat does it matter.^ It is not the 
mf)dem view, but we are not Elizabethans, and our 
police are cfHcicnt. 

Honour then — the capacity to challenge the world 
and to endure the result of challenge — is th.e state to 
be coveted. 

But if it be a sin to covet honour, 

I am the most oftending soul alive. 

Tliose lines come from tlie most famous of Henry’s 
speeches. But there is another and much shorter and 
less famous speech which throws a stronger light on 
Henry. Tliere had been a minor crisis — tlte con- 
spiracy in the Second Act — before the great crisis of 
Agincourt. But as no one has the least interest in the 
Lord Scroop of Masham, and as no one can feel tlie 
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King himself has had time to love him behind the scenes 
either in Henry IV 01 Henry Vy the conspiracy fails to 
excite. We are left to listen to the King being merely 
vocal. When, however, tlie central crisis approached, 
Shakespeare had another way of being equivalent to it- 
This comes in tlie English camp by night before the 
battle, very soon after tlie greatest thing in the play, 
the sublime Fourtli Chorus. In that Chorus a change 
had been presented as coming over the whole war. 
The venture had gone wrong, the challenge delivered 
to the world of the French had been accepted and tliat 
French world had trapped the English army and was on 
the point of destroying it. At the point of that pause 
the Fourth Chorus delivers its speech, describing the 
night, the gloom, and the danger. But its speech, if 
the words are literally followed, has two futures. The 
first is Agincourt; the second is tlie tragedies. There 
is not only a change in Henry V ; there is a still darker 
change away from Henry V . The Muse of fire has 
been ascending her heaven — that is the poetry’s otvu 
description of what it has been trying to do. But now 
it directly suggests that it is doing something quite 

different. 

Now entertain conjecture of a time 

When creeping murmur and tlie poring dark 

Fills the wide vessel of die universe. 

The word ‘universe’ means, certainly, earth and 
heaven in that darkness before the battle. But there 
seems no reason why it should not also mean 
in die accepted sense, the w’hole world and the whole 
lieaven, including the brightest heaven of poetry with 
which we began. It is all this which is begmnmg to 
be filled with creeping murmur and the poring dark. 
Poetry and (so to spealc) life are being occupied by 
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tills universal noise and nigiit. It is not yet so fixed ; it is 
but a guess and a wonder. ‘Now entertain conjecture — ’ 
It is the prelude to all the plays that were to come. 

From poetry thus conceiving of its own probable 
business, both locally at Agincourt and universally, 
and its future, two other enlargements follow. One 
concerns the English army; the oilier, the King. 

The Muse of Fire is compelled to behold the 
army as ‘so many horrid ghosts’, and the description of 
the soldiers is that of men who arc in the state she has 
described. It is an army but it is also humanity. To 
‘sit patiently and inly ruminate tlic morning’s danger’ 
is a situation familiar enough to us in peace as to them 
in war, if ‘danger’ also may be given a wider meaning 
than tJiat of battle. Illness, unemployment, loneliness, 
these are the things that make sacrifices of ‘die poor 
condemned English’, that make them ‘pining and pale’. 
It is among sucli a host of spectral images of mankind 
that the King moves, and the Chorus imagines liim as 
their contrast and support: ‘the royal captain of this 
ruined band’. It remains true, however, diat the 
Chorus has to do this without having had, up to that 
point, much support from the play itself. Henry has 
been cheerful and efiicient and warlike and friendly, 
but he has not suggested to us his capacity for being 
an almost supernatural ‘little touch of Harry in the 
night’. The wider and the darker the night, die more 
that gleam siiines. But why 

The cause follows. When the King appears he is 
speaking, more or less lightly, of the advantages which 
evil chances bring with them. It is not a particularly 
original remark, not a moment of ‘great insight’, and 
we need not perhaps suppose it is meant to be solemn 
or serious. It is in the next speech that the sudden 
difference between Henry and all die rest appears. 
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'Tis good for men to love their present pains 
Upon example; so the spirit is eas’d: 

And when the mind is quicken’d, out of doubt, 
The organs, though defunct and dead before, 
Break up their drowsy grave, and newly move 
Witli casted slough and fresh legerity. 


This is the centre of Henry’s capacity. He ‘loves’ 
his present pains, and his spirit is therefore eased. He 
has rather more tlian accepted darkness, danger, defeat, 
and death, and loves them. It is tliis which gives him 
a new quickening of the mind, new motions of tlie 
organs; it destroys sloth and the drowsy grave of 
usual life. It is this love and the resulting legerity of 
spirit which enable him to be what tlie Chorus de- 
scribe, and what the rest of tiie Act accentuates. 

Upon Itis royal face there is no note 
How dread an army hath enrounded him; 


how can there be when he loves being enrounded 

But freshly looks and overbears attaint 
With cheerful semblance and sweet majesty. 

It is precisely a description of what he has done within 
himself. Tlierefore every wretch ‘plucks comfort from 
his looks’, receiving the ‘largess universal irom ins 
liberal eye — from the eased spirit, the quickened mmd, 
tlie moving organs, which are the effect of Ins love lor 

Perha% this also was something of the explanation 
of the dead Falstaff; perhaps Henry was more like ins 
old acquaintance than he altogetlier knew, 
word ‘love’ can hardly be used of Falstaff in any sense, 
it was by no accident or haste that Shakespeare cou d 
not show him in more ‘love’ than the odd possibih y 
of lechery excites. He enjoyed hts dilemmas m tiie 
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sense that he enjoyed being equal to tliem, but Henry 
enjoys them because he is careless of them. 

There is a distinction, and it lies in the fact that tl^e 
King’s spirit is ‘honour’ whereas Falstaflf’s is the rejec- 
tion of ‘honour’. It also lies in the fact that Falstalf 
does die when he cannot conquer ‘the King’s unkind- 
ness’. If ever FalstaiT’s spirit was drawn reeking up to 
heaven, he would only enter it on his own terms, but 
Henry will enter it on Heaven’s terms. It is Falstafl’s 
greatness that we are delighted to feel heaven give way 
to him; Henry’s that we are eased by his giving way 
to heaven. But the artistic difference is that there is 
no more to be done in the method of FalstafT — he is 
complete and final. He can be continually varied and 
repeated, but he cannot be developed. Henry is com- 
plete, but not final. For he, in whose honour there 
is no self-contradiction, could love his pains simplv 
because there was nothing else to do except run 
away, and tliat the same honour forbade. The genius 
of Shakespeare proceeded, however, immediately to 
imagine an honour in wliich self-contradiction did 
passionately exist; it emerged as Brutus, and was set in 
front of a pow'er which was more ‘monstrous’ than that 
of the French army ; he called that monstrosity Caesar, 
and made another play out of those other conditions, 
in which the crisis is a more deeply interior thing, and 
the heaven of honour begins itself to be at odds. 

Henry then has made of his crisis an exaltation of 
his experience; he has become gay. This gaiety — a 
‘modest’ gaiety, to take another adjective from tlic 
Chorus — lasts all through the Act. It lightens and 
saves the speech on ceremony; more especially, it 
illuminates the speech to Westmoreland. In view of 
the King s capacity the stress there may well be on the 
adjective ratlier than the substantive; ‘We few, we 
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happy few.’ His rejection of all those who have no 
stomach for the fight, his offer of crowns for convoy, 
is part of the same delight; so far as possible he will 
have no one there who does not love to be there. He 
makes jokes at the expense of the old men’s ‘tall stories’ 
of the battle, and at the French demand for ransom. 
We are clean away from the solemn hero-king, and 
therefore much more aware of the Harry of the 
Chorus, and of the thing he is — the ‘touch of Harry in 
ilie night’. The very last line of that scene — ‘how tliou 
pleasest, God, dispose the day’ — is not a prayer of 
resignation but a cry of complete carelessness. What 
does it matter what happens} 

It is a legerity of spirit, the last legerity before the 
tragedies. Hamlet was to have a toucli of it, but diere 
is little else, in die greater figures, until, as from be- 
yond a much greater distance, it is renewed by a 
phrase Kent uses of the Fool in Lear. Who, says a 
Gentleman on the moor, is with the King.^ 

None but die Fool, who labours to outjest 
His heart-struck injuries. 

Henry’s injuries are not heart-struck; he is no tragic 
figure. But he deserves more greatly than has perhaps 
always been allowed. The Muse, entertaining con- 
jecture of a new and dreadful world, conjectured also 
a touch in the night, the thawing of fear, a royal 
captain of a ruined band, and conjectured the nature 
of die power of love and consequent lightness that 
thrills through the already poring dusk. 


•TROILUS AND CRESSIDA’ AND ‘HAMLET’* 

Troilus and Cressida has always been a problem. It 
has the signs of a great play, yet it hardly suc^s i 
being one; indeed it hardly succeeds in being a play at 
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all. No other of Shakespeare’s plays so misses a 
dramatic, a theatrical, conclusion; it ends indeed with 
the vague statement, by both armies and individuals, 
‘Well, we’ll all fight again to-morrow’. Its love-con- 
cern is left as unconcluded, compared to every other 
Shakespearian love-affair, as its war, and we know that 
this was not because Shakespeare minded huddling up 
his characters in order to end a play. Hortensio and 
the widow’ at the beginning of his career, Camillo and 
Paulina at the end, arc examples of tliis. He might not 
have been able to deal with Troilus — owing to the 
tradition — quite as easily, but tliai he should have 
desired no rounder ending is inconceivable. 

Even tile theme of Achilles is left unfinished. The 
policy of Ulysses, by which Achilles was to be brought 
from liis tent into the field, produces no result; he lias 
only succeeded in making Ajax as proud as Achilles, 
W'ho himself — in spite of Ulysses’ medicinal treatment 
— does not emerge until the death of Patroclus. So, as 
Thersites says, ‘policy grows into an ill opinion’. 

These three themes of the play then are abandoned 
just as the fight between Ajax and Hector is abandoned. 
But the abandonment is not only on the side of action, 
but of intellect also. 

Troilus and Cressida differs positively from the 
other plays in this — that tliere are here two full-dress 
debates which are not paralleled elsewhere. Tliere are 
discussions elsew’here, some shorter, some longer; 
there are the King and his lords in Loves Labour'^ 
Lost who talk of what had better be done about their 
vows to study; and King Henry V’s consultation of 
the Archbishop about his invasion of France, and so 
on. But none of tliese have, to anydiing like the same 
^tent, the serious intellectual argument of the two 
Troilus debates. The first is the discussion between 
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the Greek generals about the unfortunate position of 
the war. It is interesting because the first 54 lines are 
an example of Shakespeare’s wonderful capacity for 
saying nothing particular at great length — and saying 
it superbly. Agamemnon opens by saying: 

1. Every earthly design falls short of what was 
hoped. 

2. Checks occur in everything. . . 1 

3. Every action fails to carry out the original 

intention. 

4. These things are sent to try us. 

s. They show us what men are made of. 

<5. We find out by these difficulties which men are 

really capable of perseverance. 

Tiiis lakes him 30 lines. Nestor then adds: 

1. When things go smootl.ly everj'body is happy. 

2. But in dark hours we discover who has pluck 

and who has not. 


This takes him 24 lines. 

tion: What exactly w value. 

Hect. Brother, she is not worth what she doth cost 
The holdmg.^^ j 

Hect. But value dwells not in particular will. 

It holds his estimate and dignity 
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As well wherein ’tis precious of itself 
As in the prizcr. ’Tis mad idolatry 
To make the service greater than the god. 

Here, if anywhere, here, with really good argu- 
ments being exchanged, witli a philosophic basis and 
a particular topical example to illuminate it, here we 
might expect the Shakespeare of whom we heard so 
much in our youth — tlie teacher, the philosopher, the 
sage — to solve for us one of our profoundest problems. 
How are we to value things.^ What principle of re- 
lativity ought to govern our actions ^ Shakespeare sets 
the two arguments, each with its full emotional vitality, 
against each other, and then causes the protagonist of 
one side to throw up his W'hole case. Hector has 
throughout been insisting that Helen ought to be 
given up; at the end of the scene w'e find, not only that 
he does not intend to act on his own belief, but that 
he never has intended to act upon it. 

Let Helen go . . . 

What merit’s in that reason which denies 
The yielding of her up.^ 

If Helen then be wife to Sparta’s king. 

As it is known she is, these moral law's 
Of nature and of nations speak aloud 
To have her back return’d: thus to persist 
In doing wrong extenuates not wrong, 

But makes it much more heavy. Hector’s opinion 
Is thus, in w'ay of truth: yet, ne’crtheless. 

My spritcly brethren, I propend to you 
In resolution to keep Helen still; 

I have a roisting challenge sent amongst 
The dull and factious nobles of the Greeks 
Will strike amazement to their drowsy spirits. 

I ™ advertised tlieir great general slept 
Wliilst emulation in the army crept: 

Tliis, I presume, will wake him. 
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And we are not meant to blame Hector for this; he 
is not presented as a blameworthy character. It might 
be argued that his own desire for personal glory is to 
be supposed to overcome his intellectual beliefs; but 
in that case, with a consciousness so developed as is 
Hector’s, so vivid and complex a mind, we might 
reasonably expect to see somediing of an interior con- 
flict. He shows no hesitation at all at his inconsistency. 
But as a result of tliis inconsistency of course the whole 
discussion stops — ‘dieir unanimity is wonderful’. The 
intellectual arguments then are abandoned — as intel- 
lectual arguments — precisely as the action — as action 
— is abandoned. The whole play is full of this sense 
of things being left ‘in the air’. 

It is an old observation, again, that Troilus possesses 
an unusually Latinized vocabulary, sometimes used 
with an awkwardness which is unlike the normal 
Shakespeare and at times becomes almost funny. For 
the most striking e.xamples — 

Checks and disasters 

Grow in the veins of actions liighest rear’d, 

As knots, by the conflux of meeting sap, 

Infect the sound pine and divert his grain 
Tortive and errant from his course of growth. 

Why then, you princes. 

Do you with cheeks abash’d bcliold our works, 

And call them shames? which are indeed nought else 
But the protractive trials of great Jove 
To And persistive constancy in men. 

’Tis mad idolatry 

To make the service greater than the god; 

And the will dotes that is inclinable 
To what infectiously itself affects, 

Witliout some image of the affected merit. 
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But I attest the gods, your full consent 
Gave wings to my propension and cut off 
All fears attending on so dire a project: 

For what, alas, can these my single arms? 

What propugnation is in one man’s valour, . . . 

Sith yet there is a credence in my heart, 

An esperance so obstinately strong, 

That doth invert the attest of eyes and ears. 

As if those organs had deceptions functions. 

Created only to calumniate. 

The voices of these characters labour with an un- 
accustomed trouble; their learned minds choose words 
with difficulty, instead of their higli passion choosing 
their words for them. They have a speciously intel- 
lectual vocabulary, they toil at defining themselves in 
terms of the mind. Their subtleties are subtleties of 

argument; they lack the consummation of essential 
being. 

Or almost lack it. For this play, full of abandoned 
action and arguments, yet contains one of the very 
greatest achieving lines in all Shakespeare, and one of 
the most splendid and complex speeches. It contains 
one of those moments where the poetry of human ex- 
perience is as sublimely itself as ever before or after. 
Speech and line both occur in v. ii, after Troilus has 
become aware of Cressida’s mutability. He is changed ; 
and tliat change is not only in liim, it is paralleled and 
^pressed by a change in Shakespeare’s own manner. 

1 roilus, like Wordsworth, undergoes an entire sub- 
version of his whole experience — he is given up to ‘a 
of sensations without name’. 

To tliat conflict Shakespeare devoted a speech* but 
he expr«sed it also in a line. And that line is no longer 
an intellectual statement, however thrilling, ora beauti- 
ful revene, however moving — it is a synthesis of ex- 
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perience, an achievement of a style, the style for which 
Troilus and Cressida had been looking. 

The crisis which Troilus endured is one common 
to all men ; it is in a sense the only interior crisis worth 
talking about. It is that in which every nerve of the 
body, every consciousness of the mind, shrieks that 
something cannot be. Only it is. 

Cressida cannot be playing with Diomed. But she 
is. The Queen cannot have married Claudius. But she 
has. Desdemona cannot love Cassio. But she does. 
Daughters cannot hate their father and benefactor. 

But they do. The British Government ca/inor have de- 
clared war on tlie Revolution. But it has. The whole 
being of the victim denies the fact; the fact outrages 
his whole being. This is indeed ciiange, ^d it was this 
change with which Shakespeare’s genius was con- 
cerned. 


This she.^ no, this is Diomed’s Cressida. 

If beauty have a soul, this is not she; 

If souls guide vows, if vows be sanctimony, 

If sanctimony be the gods’ delight, 

If there be rule in unity itself, 

This is not she. O madness of discourse. 

That cause sets up with and against itself; 
Bi-fold authority! where reason can revolt 
Without perdition, and loss assume all reason 
Without revolt: this is, and is not, Cressid. 
Within my soul there doth conduce a fight 
Of tliis strange nature, tliat a thing inseparatc 
Divides more wider than the sky and earth; 
And yet the spacious breadth of this division 
Admits no orifice for a point as subtle 
As Ariachne’s broken woof to enter. ^ 

Instance, O instance! strong as Pluto s gates, ^ 
Cressid is mine, tied wiili the bonds of heaven. 
Instance, O instance! strong as heaven itseit, 
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The bonds of heaven are slipp’d, dissolv’d and loos’d; 

And with anotlier knot, five-finger-tied. 

The fractions of her faith, orts of her love, 

scraps, the bits, and greasy reliques 

Of lier o’er-caten faith, arc bound to Diomed. 

Troilus sways between tv.'o worlds. His reason, 
without ceasing to be reason, tells him that this appear- 
ance of Cressida is not true; yet his loss is reasonable 
and cannot protest because this is the nature of tilings. 
Entire union and absolute division are experienced at 
once : heaven and the bonds of heaven are at odds. All 
this is in Jiis speech, but it is also in one line. There is 
a world wliere our mothers are unsoiled and Cressida 
is his; there is a world where our mothers are soiled 
and Cressida is given to Diomed. What connexion 
have those two worlds.^ 

Nothing at all, unless that this were she. 

This is the ’inseparate thing’ at a distance from which 
die earlier debates took place. Agamemnon and 

orations about the disappointments 
of life, the failure of ‘the ample proposition that hope 
makes’, and the need of courage and patience. Ulysses 
had answered by pointing out that degree and order 
were being lost, and had described what happens when 
degree is lost. It was all very wise, very noble, talk, 
but in Troilus the thing has happened; the plagues 
portents, and mutinies liave begun to ‘divert and crack* 
rend and deracinate’ his being. Order is wholly lost— ^ 

Take but degree away, untune that string. 

And, nark! what discord follows. 

If there be rule in unity itself 

This is not she. O madness of discourse 

That cause sets up with and against itself. 
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The Grecian princes were in dismay and grief— 
‘what grief hath set the jaundice on your cheeks?’ But 
Troilus, had Hector asked him a similar question, 
might liave answered with Wordsworth 

Grief call it not — [’tis] anything but that, 

A conflict of sensations without name. 


The conflict is recognized ‘with glory not its own’ in 
Troilus’ single line. 

It might be too much to say that the line is the hrst 
place in which that special kind of greatness occurs in 
Shakespeare; but it is, I think, true to say that rievcr 
before in his work had such complexity of experience 
been fashioned into such a full and final line. It is his 

power entering into a new freedom. 

But this freedom is of another kind from the general 
behaviour ofhis poetry in Troilus. The importance of 
Troilus is that we have Shakespeare’s genius, as it were, 
compelling itself to look for a way of doing things, 
trying out one way and finding another. It has been 
sahd that he was. in parts of Troilus. trying 
Chapman sometimes wrote. But why was '>= 
for this, if indeed he was .= Because he was trying to press 
deeper and deeper into the cotnplexities 
and because at first he tried to do tt by 
vocabulary, by intellectual summary, 

He came near to making long orations , he passed 
at a distance, but he passed— the place where 

opinions every day 
Grow into consequence, till round my nund 
They clung, as if they were its hfe, ^,9.] 

The very being of the immortal soul. \Prelude, « ^ 

The dispute of value is a real and 

yet it is abj^ptly abandoned-not so much by Hector 

Is by Shakespeare making use of Hector. It 
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there that he must dwell, in the councils of the pliilo- 
sophers. Tliis is not to be his poetry; a greater tiling 
awaits him, a tiling he has not yet fully attempted — 
change in the soul of man- His genius itself changed; 
it began to create lines so profound and intense that 
tliey cannot be analysed. 

Nothing at all, unless that this were she 

that he analysed himself. But that was the forerunner 
of other lines, unanalysable — 

She should have died hereafter. 

It is die cause, it is die cause, my soul. 

On those lines diere is perhaps no better comment 
than Ills own: they admit 

no orifice for a point as subtle 
As Ariachne’s broken woof to enter. 


If we take another ‘problem’ play we find a difierent 
but related elTort. 

Measure for Measure, as a play, is not a collapse as 
/ror/ur was, but neidier is it a completeness as Othello 
was to be. It has a beginning, a middle, and an end: 
only they belong to different ways of writing 
Measure for Measure. We can recognize in the middlt 

beginning; and in the 
the play of which we heard the 
middle. The end is perhaps die least effective— it has 
less poetry m it than the other parts, but as it is the 
only end we have we must do our best with it. Isabella 
’a * / treated by losing her proper place but 

Aen Angelo loses an entire tliree-fifdis of his plav, so 
e did in fact have her revenge on him. So did 
Claudio, who, in the middle, occupies Angelo’s place 
and die topmost peak of poetry in the play. ^ * 
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Yet if one could give up that death-speech for any- 
thing, and still more the whole scene of confronting 
persons and values in w’hich it occurs, it would be for a 
greater knowledge of Angelo. It is the cessation of all 
concern witli him that makes the play so unsatisfac- 
tory. — with what poetry — did he determine to 

have Claudio executed.^ How — in what poetry — did 
he find himself when Mariana left him ? It is true he has 
one speech (i v. iv) summing up both, but we could have 
done with much more. It was not to be; Shakespeare 


had moved away from the contrast between the un- 
tempted Isabella and the tempted Angelo to die con- 
trast between the still-untempted Isabella and the 
tempted Claudio. It is tliis failure of temptation even 
to tempt her that makes the concluding threat of 
marriage from the Duke so unsatisfactory. What! she 
whose inviolable will desired strict rules in die convent 
and accepted the strict laws of Verona, and denied 
Angelo’s fair promises and Claudio’s anguish, she to 
falfto a couple of lines from the Duke.^ ‘It cannot be; 
it is impossible.’ Her entreaty for Angelo’s life shows 
no lessening of her own imperious self-possession. 
Shakespeare might have persuaded us of a change m 
her no doubt; the fact remains that he did not. Alter 
the Claudio scene the poetry falls away into ordii^ry 
business, and indeed is often exchanged for prose. 1 he 
mere operations of the play conclude enses originally 
proposed in poetry. It is for this reason that Mariana 
attractive enough in herself— is, for the play, uncon- 
vincin<r. No one, I suppose, is ever quite certain tl a 
AngelS treated her as badly as she and the Duke make 
out. For the intense conflict between Angelo s rea 
austerity and real lust, the precise fact that 

nothing less than ‘a thing enskied and sainted to ca 

his fall, removes him into a world where beliefs co 
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ceming liim must be of tliat same poetic nature. They 
must conform to iiis poetic greatness, and this the 
statements concerning him hardly do. 

I am a little inclined therefore to suggest that in 
Measure for Measure Shakespeare again half-tried a 
method which he abandoned. Tlie three great scenes 
are not, certainly, arguments in tlie sense of the debates 
in Troilus. But they are certainly combats of values in 
a manner in wliich there is nothing in the following 
tragedies. The very fact that Isabella is not tempted 
leaves those combats undecided. She and Angelo part 
widi their conflict unresolved, and it is more than a 

is e'i^ical. Wc do not merely 
think Will she give way We think ‘Ought she to 
give way.^’ There was certainly no need for Shake- 
speare to decide; the important thing is that he never 
so cleaHy raised such a question again. One may diink 
about Othello, Lear, Macbeth, ‘O he’s going to— do 
so ^nd so ; even ‘Will ho—?’ But never ‘He ought 
not to kill his wife’, or what not. ^ 

Measure for Measure^ then, remains poetically, like 
Troilus an abandoned play. Tliere may be every kind 
of noble lesson in it, but they have not been discovered 

What principle should govern man.^’; we are to be 
permitted only to find out how much man can endure 

°e‘ '^,1!,° “ “‘I - 

As for All 's IVelf it seems to matter less than any 

But ^ ^ ending 

But Shakespeare’s genius does not seem to be en- 
gaged, Diana s piety at the end is a tiresome bricht 
ness, and even Helena depends for her praise ratliefon 
what other people say tlian on wliat she shows us The 

Countess is a little too quick to contemplate her son’s 
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execution. In short, everything — poetry and charac- 
ters and plot (even this!) — is a little below the Shake- 
spearian par. But there is one great phrase in it, spoken 
by Parollcs after his open disgrace — 

Simply tlie thing I am 
Shall make me live. 


That phrase looks forw'ard to the future; it is the 
key to Shakespeare’s latest poetry. 

I return to Hamlet. There has been argument 
whether Hamlet does actually delay to kill Claudius, 
and if so wliy. The ghost of Kyd and the ghost of 
Coleridge have been invoked to explain it. In fact, the 
only explanations of the delay (if it takes place) which 
I do not remember to have seen given are two: (i) that 
the Ghost of Hamlet’s father knew his son’s nature 
perfectly w'ell, and intended Claudius to be, not 
directly killed but, worried out of his mind by having 
Hamlet’s gloomy and threatening figure continually 
about him. A reproduction of the Ghost’s own pur- 
gatory round Claudius would be, one would think, a 
much more satisfying revenge than mere straightfor- 
ward death; and in support of this view we Iwve 
Hamlet’s dim realisation of it in the praycr-scene. 1 ne 
Ghost, after all, must have known how Hamlet would 
be likely to behave, and it is possible that we have 
missed the point of the whole play by our failure to 
attribute sufficient intelligence to that paternal and in- 
timate spectre. , , ^ 

If we abandon this explanation as too (what people 

call) flippant, there is a more serious POss«bihty, an 
that is ( 2 ) that Shakespeare was not 
making Hamlet act, that the development 
l.ad reached precisely the point where tt was ‘n'en^ y 
aware of man’s distracted mind, of tts own divided 
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mind, and was not able to solve tlie problem. In sliort, 
that it is Shakespeare, and not Hamlet, who is seeking 
the springs of action, and he rather than the prince 
who therefore liere delays. 

He made this delay interesting and exciting. It was 
part of his greatness that he could, when he chose, 
make anytliing interesting and exciting. Whatever 
state his poetic mind was in, that was the state which 
he could present to us by thrilling words in the mouths 
of persuasive characters. But the fact that Hamlet is 
wonderful, and that Hamlet is attractive and repellent 
at once, does not alter the other fact that most poets are 
at most limes trying to get at something a little beyond 
their reach, at ‘something evermore about to be’. This, 
in a sense, was Shakespeare’s state up to Troilus — up 
even to Coriolanus; he is in a continual condition of 
progress. The hiding-places of man’s power’ are not 
yet entirely open to him. 

Wliether — in the circumstances of the play — Ham- 
et does actually delay may admit of argument. But 
his continual self-accusations at least persuade most 
readers and spectators that he does. We are, of course 
in a difficulty liere; the play has been and is continually 
presented from Hamlet’s point of view. If, for once 
It could be shown us from the King’s, it might make 
a difference. If, m that second scene, the dark and 
ominous figure poised beside the throne; if that first 
hne breaking out m a suppressed savage hatred, making 
us dreadful half-, eer--a liule more <han kin and less 
th*.n kind , if the continual danger of tlie enmity which 
a pretended dementia (Claudius sees through it) is 
meant to disguise; if diat suppressed savagery and 
pretended dementia creating almost a real madness - if 
^e bitter stabbing at Ophelia, his mother, and him- 
self— if these things were stressed in their drcadfulness. 
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we might be aware of more danger and less delay. 
This Hamlet would be quite as much Shakespeare's, if 
less traditionally theatrical. But I think such a produc- 
tion has not yet been given us, and we are therefore 
still under the effect of Hamlet’s own statements about 
himself. And Hamlet’s view is that he is continually 
delaying, unpacking his heart with words. 

His own view, his own kind of consciousness, does 
not change at least until the last act. He is throughout 
in very’ much the state that Troilus was to find himself 
in after he had seen Cressida with Diomed; the world 
is executing an appalling outrage on his whole being. 

But he neither analyses his state of mind with such 
intense exactitude as Troilus was to do, nor can he dis- 
cover within himself the initiative to action. He knows ^ 
he has it, he sees it, he talks to himself about it. But 
seeing it is not the same thing as getting it to work. 

He can act as well as Troilus and in the same way 
when circumstances force him — P^onius, the deatli- 
warrant, the pirates, Laertes, the death-scene; just as 
Troilus malTes use of the Trojan war to relieve his 
private feelings. But action from within, action of his 
own will, is beyond him. Yes, but Hamlet is, after all, 
a figure in a play. To say that he cannot discover witli- 
in himself the initiative of action is to say that Shake- 
speare could not or would not discover it for him. Is 
it too much to say that Shakespeare would not because 
he could not.^ that he made Hamlet because he himscll 
was trying to reach by his genius a poetic comprehen- 
sion of the place where men act } I should be perfectly 
prepared even to accept the view that when bliaXc- 
speare began Hamlet he might have intended to make 
him kill the King much more adequately’, that it was 
to be practical and not psychological difficulties which 
got in his way. We know— on the testimony of every 
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popular novelist — tliat die characters of a book insist 
on acting ‘on their own’ ; they will have their own way 
despite the author. This must make the writing of 
books very difficult, and the ending of novels almost 
impossible, since one would think no character would 
be willing to commit tlie happy dispatch. There is, 
nevertheless, a certain truth in this cheap chatter, and 
die truth is that a work may, in the working, become 
a very different thing from the original intention. It is 
certainly not beyond possibility that Shakespeare, 
whose habit of arranging his plays seems often to have 
been casual enough, should have written Hamlet with 
a continual hope of ‘something coming off’ — ‘effort 
and expectation and desire’, to put it Wordsworth- 
ianly: that Hamlet’s character formed itself as his 
creator found himself continually disappointed in the 
effort to find die ‘right convincing word’. It sounds 
an idiotic suggestion, but is it quite impossible that die 
‘To be or not to be’ speech might arise from just this 
uncertainty.^ Of course it is Hamlet’s and refers to 
Hamlet. But it is Shakespeare’s; might it not uncon- 
sciously refer to Shakespeare? ‘To be or not to be’ — 
do we kill die King or don’t we ? It has been suggested 
that the speech in Hamlet’s mouth does refer not to 
suicide but to killing the King. It is at any rate just 
possible tliat Shakespeare began the speech in this 
sense, and as he worked at it found it more and more 
impossible to find out the very words in which Hamlet 
should reach determinadon, more and more necessary 
to subsutute for a discovery of action a discovery of 
inaction. It is just possible that this speech is die turn- 
ing-point of the play.' 

* Claudius is praying is almost 

exactly Shakespeare saymg, 'I can’t think what words the fellow 
would do It witli. So he can’t do it.’ 


204 CHARLES WILLIAMS 

There had been an uncertain touch in shaping 
V Brutus’s own personal certainty; there was now a 
I certain touch in shaping Hamlet’s uncertainty. The 
( whole combination of style and subject had slightly 
,, shifted. And what this shifting unity demanded, what 
the poetry that was at once its cause and its result had 
to find first, was a more intense knowledge of the out- 
raged heart of man, was (in fact) Troilus. 

But it may be that Shakespeare deliberately deter- 
mined to present the Coleridgian Hamlet. But still he 
must then have determined — his genius for poetry 
must have determined — that for a reason. I submit 
that the reason brings us back to the same place: 
he chose to work at a man who did not act (or said he 
didn’t) rather than at a man who did. I submit that he 
possibly chose that subject because he felt safer with 
it, more competent to discover it. And (lastly) I sub- 
mit that this means that his genius preferred to deal 
with a man looking for initiative rather than possessing 
initiative because it had not yet the 'liberty and power’ 
to discover killing in poetry. 

There is a perfectly definite progression in the pre- 
sentation of the spiritual act of killing in the plays. In 
the old happy days when the villain came on at the 
beginning, and in a burst of magnificent stuff an- 
nounced that he was 'determined to prove a villain’, 
the thing was easy. Richard III, having need of a 
murderer, calls to the nearest page and asks if he knows 
any one whom gold ‘will tempt unto a close exploit of 
death’. The page fortunately does, immediately calls 
him in, and the whole matter is settled with the utmosj 
celerity and convenience* By King John matters had 
altered a little, and Shakespeare had got as far as to 
subdue the proposal to the two phrases dropped in 
Hubert’s car, ‘Death’ ... ‘a grave’. The assassination 
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of Caesar is partly taken out of the realm of individual 
motives and made a high matter of state. Even Cassius 
is moved by public as well as private feelings, and 
Brutus, of course, acts on tl)e noblest possible prin- 
ciples throughout, with his usual complete sympathy 
with, and entire disregard of, other people. But, after 
Hamlet, killing is a very different matter. It is forced on 
Othello as a result of his own completely changed con- 
sciousness; it is raised in Macbeth to bcctjme an act of 
the soul. The mysterious ‘Third Murderer’ who appears 
from nowhere, with no preparation, whose utterances 
only make the killing of Banquo more certain and easy, 
is the climax of murder in Shakespeare: he is murder 
itself. He has been taken for Macbeth or merely another 
ruffian, but the poetic strength of Macbeth makes him 
more tlian that. He seems to be kindred to the Witches 
and more than the Witches, to come from another 
world merely to make damnation sure. 

Macbeth himself is rather like Hamlet, a private 
individual to whom the possibility of killing is pre- 
sented. As a poetic problem the question of riglu or 
wrong does not enter; that the Ghost is 'good' and the 
Witches ‘evil' makes no difference to the difficulty of 
showing forth the setting in motion of the human will. 
It is at least partly achieved in the later play by the 
presentation of it as an act already done — ‘All hail, 
Macbeth! that shalt be king hereafter.’ But nobody — 
not Horatio, not the Ghost, not Shakespeare — helps 
Hamlet in that way: he is left to find his own impulse 
of action. 

Action, after all, is a very difficult thing. The normal 
acts of our lives are either habitual or compulsory. 
Either we act as we are used to act or circumstances 
compel us to some unaccustomed act. The extreme of 
our choice is to do or to refrain, but the deed is usually 
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a mere variation on our ordinary deeds. After our first 
youth hardly anything is strange. Take forgery, take 
' arson — the mere acts of writing, of lighting a fire are 
habinial; it is our knowledge of the result and of civil 
law tliat makes the variation. They injure odiers to 
our gain; it is an idea to which we are perfecdy accus- 
tomed and perfectly agreeable. But the finality of kill- 
ing, the strangeness of the act of killing, impose on us 
the need for a deeper impulse, an impulse which nor- 
\ mally demands intensely vivid circumstances before it 
can be set in motion, and an intense profit to ourselves 
from the deed. Of the forgery of the death-warrant 
for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern we might all be 
capable. But the necessity laid on Hamlet is even 
heavier; it is to find out a way to act where his own 
profit is not concerned — it is literally to act disinter- 
estedly, from free will. 

Such a discovery — the presentation of such a dis- 
covery, of such a method of action, perhaps it is not 
in the power of man to make. But that die genius of 
Shakespeare was searching, if not as deeply as that 
(which may be only within die knowledge of sanctity), 
at least all hut as deeply, appears certain. It was trying 
to find out — and in poetry to find out is to express, 
because expression is its only way of finding out the 
springs of human action, which are the springs of 
^ change. Hamlet, more dian most of Shakespeare s 
characters up to then, is shown us as being aware of a 
changed world ; but we are not shown the change in 
his own awareness. It has happened before the play 
begins and it is not recalled. Ophelia remembers some 
other Hamlet, but perhaps Ophelia is not the most 
trustworthy wimess. In any case, the event of the 
actual change is not presented to us; for diat we have 
to wait for Troilus, 


‘troilus and cressida* and ‘hamlet’ 207 

It is arguable that a certain acquiescence is to be felt 
in the last act; it is on the last act that a great deal of our 
‘sympathetic’ Hamlet depends. But he has rather 
entered the shadow of death than emerged from the 
shadow of life. His last private utterance — tlie last 
words to Horatio, except for the great ‘Absent thee 
from felicity’ — is a curious one for Hamlet: ‘Tlie 
readiness is all.’ But that readiness is for what he shall 
endure, not for wliat he shall do. It makes more 
shapely the end of Brutus; it is a preparation for the 
harvest of Lear. It is the maturing fruit: 

O ! that a man might know 
The end of this day’s business ere it come; 

But it suHiceth that the day will end, 

And then the end is known. Come, hot away! 

. . . If it be now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, 
it will be now; if it be not now, yet it will come: tlie 
readiness is all. . . . Let be. 


Men must endure 

Their going hence, even as their coming hither: 

Ripeness is all. Come on. 

What has to end, of course, is the play. It is 19 the 
play’s conclusion that Shakespeare is addressing him- 
self; it is tliat which forces from him an utterance con- 
sonant with the nature of whatever character speaks, 
but consonant also with his genius at that time. I can- 
not feel that it is entirely by accident that that genius 
in Julius Caesar^ ended with a desire for, and an ex- 

* It is a fantasy — and the Ghost of Banquo comes later to 
spoil it — but I have wondered whether the Ghost of Caesar 
and the Ghost of Hamlet’s father are a visionary presentation 
of the visionary power (in Wordsworth’s phrase) which was 
then pressing on him, apparitions of the ‘someUiing evermore 
about to be’. 
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pectation of, a certitude dimly seen in the Ghost of 
Caesar; that directly afterwards in HamUc — before the 
tragedies — it ended with readiness; and after Troilus 
and Othello ended Lear with ripeness. Indeed it had 
reached ripeness then. 

Nevertheless, in Hamlet the poedc genius was be- 
ginning again, like a ‘fool of nature’, 

to shake [its] disposition 
With thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls; 

it also had 

something in [its] soul 
O’er which [its] melancholy sits on brood. 

The hint of that is in the King’s meditation — ‘there 
the action lies In his true nature’. Until it found out 
the true nature of action, poetry had still to absent it- 
self from its felicity. In the words of the play that was 
soon to follow, it might have said to itself 

Not poppy nor mandragora, 

Nor all the drowsy syrups of the world, 

Shall ever medicine thee to that sweet sleep 
Which thou ow’dst yesterday. 


T. S. Eliot 

(b. 1888) 

SHAKESPEARE AND THE STOICISM OF 

SENECA* 


T he last few years have witnessed a number of re- 
crudescences of Shakespeare. Tliere is the fatigued 
Shakespeare, a retired Anglo-Indian, presented by Mr. 
Lytton Stracliey; there is the messianic Shakespeare, 
bringing a new philosophy and a new system of yoga, 
presented by Mr. Middleton Murry; and there is the 
ferocious Sliakespeare, a furious Samson, presented by 
Mr. Wyndham Lewis in his interesting book, The Lion 
and the Fox. On the whole we may all agree that these 
manifestations are beneficial. In any case so impor- 
tant as that of Shakespeare, it is good that we should 
from time to time change our minds. The last con- 
ventional Sliakespeare is banished from the scene, and 
a variety of unconventional Shakespeares takes his 
place. About any one so great as Shakespeare it is 
probable that we can never be right; and if we can 
never be right, it is better that we should from time to 
time change our way of being wrong. Whether Truth 
ultimately prevails is doubtful and has never been 
proved; but it is certain that nothing is more effective 
m driving out error than a new error. Whether Mr 
Strachey, or Mr Murry, or Mr. Lewis, is any nearer 
to the truth of Shakespeare than Rymer, or Morgann, 
or Webster, or JoTinson, is uncertain; they are all 
^rtainly more sympathetic in this year 1927 than 
Coleridge, or Swinburne, or Dowden. If they do not 
give us the real Shakespeare— if there is one— they at 

i" 
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least give us several up-to-date Shakespeares. If the 
only way to prove that Shakespeare did not feel and 
think exactly as people felt and thought in 1815, or in 
i860, or in 1880, is to show that he felt and thought 
as we felt and thought in 1927, then we must accept 
gratefully that alternative. 

But these recent interpreters of Shakespeare suggest 
a number of reflections on literary criticism and its 
limits, on general aesthetics, and on the limitations of 

the human understanding. 

There are, of course, a number of other current 
interpretations of Shakespeare: that is, of the conscious 
opinions of Shakespeare: interpretations of category, 
so to speak: wliich make him either a Tory journalist 
or a Liberal journalist, or a Socialist journalist (though 
Mr. Shaw has done sometliing to warn off his co- 
religionists from claiming Shakespeare, or from find- 
ing anything uplifting in his work); we have also a 
Protestant Shakespeare, and a sceptical Shakespeare, 
and some case may be made out foran Anglo-Catholic, 
or even a Papist Shakespeare. My own frivolous 
opinion is that Shakespeare may have held in private 
life very different views trom what we extract from nis 
extremely varied published works; that tJ^ere is no 
clue in his writings to the way in which he would have 
voted in the last or would vote in the next election, 
and tliat we are completely in the dark as to his atutude 
about prayer-book revision. I admit that my own ex- 
perience, as a minor poet, may have 
look; tliat I am used to having cosmic significances 

which 1 never suspected, extracted from J , 
(such as it is) by enthusiastic persons at ^ ® 

to being informed that something wluch I mea 
seriously is vers de socicse; and to having my pers 
biography reconstructed from passages wliicli l g 
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out of books, or which I invented out of nothing be- 
cause they sounded well; and to having my biography 
invariably ignored in wliat I did write front personal 
experience; so that in consequence I am inclined to 
believe tliat people are mistaken about Shakespeare 
just in proportion to the relative superiority of Shake- 
speare to myself. 

One more personal ‘note’: I believe that I have as 
high an estimate of the greatness of Shakespeare as 
poet and dramatist as any one living; I certainly be- 
lieve that there is nothing greater. And I would say 
that my only qualification lor venturing to talk about 
him is, that I am not under the delusion that Shake- 
speare in the least resembles myself, either as I am or 
as I should like to imagine myself. It seems to me that 
one of the chief reasons for questioning Mr. Strachey’s 
Sliakespeare, and Mr. Murry’s, and Mr. Lewis’s, is 
the remarkable resemblance which tliey bear to Mr. 
Sirachey, and Mr. Murry, and Mr. Lewis, respectively. 

^ what Shakespeare was 

like. But I do not conceive him as very like either Mr 
Stracliey, or Mr. Murry, or Mr. Wyndham Lewis, or 
myself. 


We have had Shakespeare explained by a variety of 
influences. He is explained by Montaigne, and by 
Machiavelli. I imagine that Mr. Strachey would ex- 
plain Shakespeare by Montaigne, thougli this would 
also be Mr. Strachey’s Montaigne (for all of Mr. 
Strachey s favourite figures have a strong Strachev 
physiognomy) and not Mr. Robertson’s. I think tliat 

Mr. I^wis, in theintensely interesting book mentioned 

hasdoneareal service inching attention to the impor- 

Iv England, though 

this Machiavclh be only the Machiavelli of the Cont^e- 

Machiavel, and not in the least the real Machiavelli, 
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a person whom Elizabethan England was as incap- 
able of understanding as Georgian England, or any 
England, is. I think, however, that Mr. Lewis has gone 
quite wrong if he thinks (I am not sure what he thinks) 
that Shakespeare, and Elizabethan England in general, 
was ‘influenced’ by the thought of Machiavelli. I think 
that Shakespeare, and other dramatists, used the popu- 
lar Machiavellian idea, for stage purposes; but tliis idea 
was no more like Machiavelli, who was an Italian and 
a Roman Christian, than Mr. Shaw’s idea of Nietzsche 
— whatever that is — is like the real Nietzsche. 

I propose a Shakespeare under the influence of the 
stoicism of Seneca. But I do not believe that Shake- 
speare w'as under the influence of Seneca. I propose it 
largely because I believe that after the Montaigne 
Shakespeare (not that Montaigne had any philosophy 
w’hatever) and after the Machiavelli Shakespeare, a 
stoical or Senecan Shakespeare is almost certain to be 
produced. I wish merely to disinfect the Senecan 
Shakespeare before he appears. My ambitions would 
be realized if I could prevent him, in so doing, from 

appearing at all. . 

I want to be quite definite in my notion ot tne 

possible influence of Seneca on Shakespeare. I tlunk 
it is quite likely that Shakespeare read some of Seneca s 
tragedies at school. I think it quite unlikely that 
Shakespeare knew anything of that extraordinarily 
dull and uninteresting body of Seneca’s prose, which 
was translated by Lodge and printed m 1612. tar 
as Shakespeare was influenced by Seneca, it was by nis 
memories of school conning and through die influence 
of the Senecan tragedy of the day, through Kyd ana 
Peele, but chiefly Kyd. That Shakespeare deliberately 
took a ‘view of life’ from Seneca there seems to be no 
evidence whatever. 
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Neverdieless, there is, in some of ilie great tragedies 
of Shakespeare, a new attitude. It is not the attitude of 
Seneca, but is derived from Seneca; it is slightly differ- 
ent from anything that can be found in French tragedy, 
in Corneille or in Racine; it is modern, and it culmin- 
ates, if there is ever any culmination, in the attitude of 
Nietzsche. 1 cannot say that it is Shakespeare’s ‘philo- 
sophy’. Yet many people have lived by it; though it 
may only liave been Shakespeare’s instinctive recogni- 
tion of something of theatrical utility. It is the attitude 
of self-dramatization assumed by some of Shake- 
speare’s heroes at moments of tragic intensity. It is 
not peculiar to Shakespeare; it is conspicuous in Cliap- 
man; Bussy, Clermont, and Biron all die in this way. 
Marston — one of the most interesting and least ex- 
plored of all the Elizabethans— uses it; and Marston 
and Chapman were particularly Senecan. But Shake- 
speare, of course, does it very much better than any of 
the others, and makes it somehow more integral with 
the human nature of his characters. It is less verbal, 
more real. I have always felt that I have never read a 
more terrible exposure of human weakness — of uni- 
versal human weakness — than the last great speecit of 
Othello. (I am ignorant whctlier any one else has ever 
adopted this view, and it may appear subjective and 
fantastic in the extreme.) It is usually taken on its face 
value, as expressing the greatness in defeat of a noble 
but erring nature. 


Soft you; a word or nvo before you go. 

I have done the state some service, and tliey know’t, 
No more of that. I pray you, in your letters. 

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate, 

Speak of me a$ I am; nothing extenuate, 

Nor set down aught in malice: then you must speak 
\Ji one that loved not wisely but too well; 
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Of one not easily jealous, but, being wrought, 
Perplex’d in the extreme; of one whose hand, 

Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away 

Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdued eyes. 

Albeit unused to the melting mood. 

Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees 
Their medicinal gum. Set you down this; 

And say, besides, that in Aleppo once, 

Where a malignant and a turban d Turk 
Beat a Venetian and traduced the slate, 

I took by the throat the circumcized dog, 

And smote him, tlius. 

What Othello seems to me to be doing in making this 
speech is cheering himself up. He is endeavoun^ng to 
escape reality, he has ceased to think about Desde- 
mona, and is thinking about himself. Humi tty is the 
most diflicult of all virtues to achieve; noting dies 
Iiarder than tlie desire to think well of oneself. OthcUo 
succeeds in turning himself into a pathetic figure, by 
adopting an aesthetic ratlier than a moral atutude, 
dramatizing himself against his environment. He takes 
in the spectator, but the human motive is primarily to 
take in himself. I do not believe that any writer has 
ever exposed this bovarysme, the human will to see 
tilings as they are not, more clearly than Shakespear • 
If you compare the deaths of several of Shake 
soeare^s hcroes-I do not say a//, for there are very 
f^w generalizations that can be applied to the ° 

Shakespeare’s work—but notably Othello, Conolanus, 
and An^iony— with the deaths of heroes of dramatists 

such as Marston and Chapman, “"I, 

Senecan influence, you will find a strong j, 

except only that Shakespeare docs it both more poe 

cally and more lifelike. .ctran’nfr 

You may say that Shakespeare is merely t»^strating, 

consciously or unconsciously, human nature, 
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Seneca. But I am not so much concerned with the in- 
fluence of Seneca on Shakespeare as witli Shakespeare’s 
illustration of Senecan and stoical principles. Much of 
Chapman’s Senccanism has lately been shown by Pro- 
fessor Schoell to be directly borrowed from Erasmus 
and other sources. I am concerned with the fact that 
Seneca is the literary representative of Roman stoicism, 
and that Roman stoicism is an important ingredient in 
Elizabethan drama. It was natural that in a time like 
that of Elizabeth stoicism should appear. The original 
stoicism, and especially the Roman stoicism, was, of 
course, a philosophy suited to slaves: hence its absorp- 
tion into early Christianity. 

A man to join himself with the Universe 

In his main sway, and make in all tilings fit 

A man does not join himself with the Universe so long 
as he has anything else to join liimself with; men who 
could take part in the life of a thriving Greek city- 
state had something better to join themselves to; and 
Christians have had something better. Stoicism is the 
refuge for the individual in an indifferent or hostile 
world too big for him; it is the permanent substratum 
of a number of versions of cheering oneself up. Niet- 
zsche is the most conspicuous modern instance of 
cheering oneself up. The stoical attitude is the reverse 
of Christian humility. 

In Elizabethan England we have conditions appar- 
ently utterly different from those of imperial Rome. 
But it was a period of dissolution and chaos; and in 
such a period any emotional attitude which seems to 
give a man something firm, even if it be only the 
attimde of T am myself alone’, is eagerly taken up. I 
liardly need and it is beyond my present scope— to 
point out how readily, in a period like the Elizabethan, 
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the Senecan attitude of Pride, the Montaigne attitude 
of Scepticism, and the Machiavelli attitude* of Cyni- 
cism, arrived at a kind of fusion in the Elizabethan in- 
dividualism. 

Tliis individualism, this vice of Pride, was, of 
course, exploited largely because of its dramatic possi- 
bilities. But other drama had before existed without 
depending on this human failing. You do not find it in 
Polyeucte, or in Phcdre eitlier. But even Hamlet, who 
has made a pretty considerable mess of things, and 
occasioned the death of at least three innocent people, 
and two more insignificant ones, dies fairly well 
pleased with himself 

Horatio, I am dead; 

Thou liv’st; report me and my cause aright 

To the unsatisfied. . . . 

0 good Horatio, what a wounded name, 

Things standing thus unknown, shall live behind me. 

Antony says, ‘I am Antony still’, and die Duchess, ‘I 
am Duchess of Malfy still’ ; would either of them have 
said that unless Medea had said Mtdea superest} 

1 do not wish to appear to maintain that the El^- 
bethan hero and the Senecan hero are identical. The 
influence of Seneca is much more apparent m the 
Elizabethan drama than it is in the plays of Seneca. 
The influence of any man is a different thing from 
himself. The Elizabethan hero is much more stoical 
and Senecan, in this way, than the Senecan hero, tor 
Seneca was following the Greek tradition, which was 
not stoical; he developed familiar themes and imitated 
o-rcat models; so that the vast difference between Ins 


« I do not mc.in the attitude of Macinavclli, which is not 
cvnical. I mean the attitude of Englishmen who had heard of 
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emotional attitude and that of the Greeks is rather 
latent in his work, and more apparent in the work of 
the Renaissance. And the Elizabethan hero, the hero 
of Shakespeare, was not invariable even in Elizabethan 
England. A notable exception is Faustus. Marlowe — 
not excepting Shakespeare or Chapman, the most 
thoughtful and philosophic mind, thouglt immature, 
among the Elizabetlian dramatists^-could conceive the 
proud hero, as Tamburlaine, but also the liero who has 
reached that point of horror at which even pride is 
abandoned. In a recent book on Marlowe, Miss Ellis- 
Fermor has put very well this peculiarity of Faustus, 
from another point of view than mine, but in words 
from which I take support: 

Marlowe follows Faustus furtlier across the borderline 
between consciousness and dissolution than do any of his 
contemporaries. With Shakespeare, with Webster, death 
is a sudden severing of life; their men die, conscious to 
the last of some part at least of their surroundings, in- 
fluenced, even upheld, by tliat consciousness and pre- 
serving the personality and characteristics they have 
possessed through life. ... In Marlowe’s Faustus alone 
all this is set aside. He penetrates deeply into the experi- 
ence of a mind isolated from the past, absorbed in tlic 
realization of its own destruction. 

But Marlowe, the most thoughtful, the most blas- 
phemous (and therefore, probably, the most Christian) 
of his contemporaries, is always an exception, Shake- 
speare is exceptional primarily by his immense 
superiority. 

Of all of Shakespeare’s plays, K'mg Lear is often 
taken as the most Senecan in spirit. CunlifTe finds it 
to be imbued with a Senecan fatalism. Here, again, we 
must distinguish between a man and his influence. The 
differences between the fatalism of Greek tragedy, and 
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the fatalism of Seneca’s tragedies, and the fatalism of 
ilie Elizabethans, proceed by delicate shades; there is 
a continuity, and there is also a violent contrast, when 
we look at them from far off. In Seneca, die Greek 
ethics is visible underneath the Roman stoicism. In die 
Elizabethans, the Roman stoicism is visible beneath the 
Renaissance anarchism. In King Lear there are several 
significant phrases, such as those which caught the 
attention of Professor Cunliffe, and there is a tone of 
Senecan fatalism; fatis agimur. But tliere is much less 
and much more. And this is the point at which I must 
part company with Mr. Wyndham Lewis. Mr. Lewis 
proposes a Shakespeare who is a positive nihilist, an 
intellectual force willing destruction. I cannot see in 
Shakespeare either a deliberate scepticism, as of Mon- 
taigne, or a deliberate cynicism, as of Machiavclli, or 
a deliberate resignation, as of Seneca. I can see that he 
used all of these things, for dramatic ends: you get 
perhaps more Montaigne in Hamlet^ and more Machi- 
avelli in Othello^ and more Seneca in Lear. But I can- 
not agree with the following paragraph: 


With the exception of Chapman, Shakespeare is the 
only thinker we meet with among the Elizabethan drama- 
tists. By this is meant, of course, that his work confined, 
apart from poetry, phantasy, rhetoric or observanon o 
rnanners, a body of matter representing explicit Processes 
of the intellect which would have furnished a f"?™' P'" 
sopher like Montaigne with the natural material for hib 
essays. But the quality of this thinking— as it can be sur- 
prised springing naturally in the midst of the I 

movements of his art-is, as must be die case ^uh such 
a man, of startling force sometimes, ^nd d • 
systematic, at least a recognizable physiognomy is then. 


It is this general notion of thinking that I 
challenge. One has die difficulty of having to use the 
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same words for different things. We sav* in a va<iue 
way, that Sltakespeare, or Dante, or Lucretius, is a 
poet who tltinks, and that Swinburne is a poet who 
does not think, even that Tennyson is a poet who docs 
not think. But what we really mean is not a difl'erence 
in quality of thougltt, but a difierence in quality of 
emotion. The poet who 'thinks’ is merely the poet 
who can express the emotional equivalent of thought. 
But he is not necessarily interested in the thought itself. 
We talk as if thought was precise and emotion was 
vague. In reality there is precise emotion and there is 
vague emotion. To express precise emotion requires as 
great intellectual power as to express precise thought. 
But by ‘thinking’ I mean something very different 
from anything that I find in Sliakespeare. Mr. Lewis, 
and other champions of Shakespeare as a great philo- 
sopher, liave a great deal to say about Shakespeare’s 
power of thought, but they fail to show that he thought 
to any purpose; that he had any coherent view of life, 
or that he recommended any procedure to follow. 
‘We possess a great deal of evidence’, says Mr. Lewis, 
‘as to ^'liat Shakespeare thought of military glory and 
martial events.’ Do we.^ Or rather, did Shakespeare 
think anything at all ? He was occupied with turning 
human actions into poetry. 

I would suggest that none of tlie plays of Shake- 
speare has a ‘meaning’, although it would be equally 
false to say that a play of Shakespeare is meaningless. 
All great poetry gives the illusion of a view of life. 
When we enter into the world of Homer, or Sopho- 
cles, or Virgil, or Dante, or Shakespeare, we incline to 
believe that we are apprehending something tliat can 
be expressed intellectually; for every precise emotion 
tends towards intellectual formulation. 

We are apt to be deluded by the example of Dante. 
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Here, we think, is a poem which represents an exact 
intellectual system; Dante has a ‘philosophy’, there- 
fore every poet as great as Dante has a philosophy too. 
Dante had behind him the system of St. Thomas, to 
which his poem corresponds point to point. There- 
fore Shakespeare had behind him Seneca, or Mon- 
taigne, or Machiavelli; and if his work does not corre- 
spond point to point with any or a composition of 
these, then it must be that he did a little quiet thinking 
on his own, and was better than any of these people at 
their own job. I can see no reason for believing that 
cither Dante or Shakespeare did any thinking on his 
own. The people who think that Shakespeare diought, 
are always people who are not engaged in writing 
poetry, but who are engaged in thinking, and we all 
like to think that great men were like ourselves. The 
difference between Shakespeare and Dante is that 
Dante had one coherent system of thought behind 
him; but that w'as just his luck, and from the point of 
view of poetry is an irrelevant accident. It happened 
that at Dante’s time thought was orderly and strong 
and beautiful, and that it was concentrated in one man 
of the greatest genius; Dante’s poetry receives a boost 
w’hich in a sense it does not merit, from me fact that 
the thought behind it is the thought of a man as great 
and lovely as Dante himself: St. Tjionias. The 
thought behind Shakespeare is of men far inferior to 
Shakespeare himself: hence the alternative erwrs, first, 
that as Shakespeare was as great a poet as bJante, ne 
must have supplied, out of his own thinking, the ditter- 
ence in quality between a St. Thomas and a Montaigne 
or a Machiavelli or a Seneca, or second, that Shake- 
speare is inferior to Dante. In trutli neither Shake- 
speare nor Dante did any real thinking— that was no 
their job; and the relative value of the thought current 
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at their time, the material enforced upon each to use as 
the vehicle of his feeling, is of no importance. It does 
not make Dante a greater poet, or mean that we can 
learn more from Dante than from Shakespeare. We 
can certainly learn more from Aquinas than from 
Seneca, but that is quite a different matter. When 
Dante says la sua voluniade e nostra pace it is great 
poetry, and there is a great philosophy behind it. 
When Shakespeare says 

As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods; 

Tliey kill us for their sport, 

it is equally great poetry, though the philosophy be- 
hind it is not great. But the essential is that each ex- 
presses, in perfect language, some permanent human 
impulse. Emotionally, the latter is just as strong, just 
as true, and just as informative — just as useful and 
beneficial in the sense in wliich poetry is useful and 
beneficial, as the former. 

What every poet starts from is his own emotions. 
And when we get down to these, there is not much to 
choose between Shakespeare and Dante. Dante’s rail- 
ings, his personal spleen — sometimes thinly disguised 
under Old Xestamental prophetic denunciations — his 
nostalgia, his bitter regrets for past happiness — or for 
what seems happiness when it is past — and his brave 
attempts to fabricate something permanent and holy 
out of his personal animal feelings — as in the Vita 
Nuova—ezu all be matched out of Shakespeare. 

Shakespeare, too, was occupied with the struggle 

which alone constitutes life for a poet — to transmute 
his personal and private agonies into sometliing rich 
and strange, something universal and impersonal? The 
rage of Dante against Florence, or Pistoia, or what 
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not, the deep surge of Shakespeare’s general cynicism 
and disillusionment, are merely gigantic attempts to 
metamorphose private failures and disappointments. 
The great poet, in writing himself, writes his time.* 
Thus Dante, hardly knowing it, became the voice of 
the thirteenth century; Shakespeare, hardly knowing 
it, became the representative of the end of the six- 
teenth century, of a turning-point in history. But you 
can hardly say that Dante believed, or did not believe, 
the Thomist philosophy; you can hardly say tliat 
Sliakespeare believed, or did not believe, the mixed 
and muddled scepticism of the Renaissance. H Shake- 
speare had written according to a better philosophy, 
he would have written worse poetry; it was his busi- 
ness to express the greatest emotional intensity of his 
time, based on whatever his time happened to think. 
Poetry is not a substitute for philosophy or theology 
or religion, as Mr. Lewis and Mr. Murry sometimes 
seem to think; it has its own function. But as tins 
function is not intellectual but emotional, it cannot be 
defined adequately in intellectual terms. We can say 
that it provides ‘consolation’: strange consolation, 
which is provided equally by writers so different as 
Dante and Shakespeare- 

What I have said could be expressed more exacti>, 
but at much greater length, in philosophical language: 
it would enter into the ^partment of P’*''osophy 
which might be called the Theory of Belief (which is 
not psychology but philosophy or phcnomenolo^ 
proper)— the department in which Meinong ^ 
Lrl have made some pioneer investigation; the differ 

rnt meanings which belief has in different minds 
cording to the activity for which they are onented. 
1 Rcmy de Gourmont said mucli the same thing, m speaking 
of Flauberi- 
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I doubt wliether belief proper enters into the activity 
of a great poet, qua poet. Tliat is, Dante, qua poet, 
did not believe or disbelieve tlie Thomist cosmology 
or theory of the soul: he merely made use of it, or a 
fusion took place between his initial emotional im- 
pulses and a theory, for the purpose of making poetry. 
Tile poet makes poetry, the metaphysician makes 
metaphysics, the bee makes honey, the spider secretes 
a filament; you can hardly say that any of tlicsc agents 
believes: he merely does. 

The problem ofbelief is very complicated and prob- 
ably quite insoluble. We must make allowance for 
differences in tlie emotional quality of believing not 
only between persons of different occupation, such as 
the philosopher and the poet, but between different 
periods of time. The end of the sixteenth century is 
an epoch when it is particularly difficult to associate 
poetry with systems of thought or reasoned views of 
life. In making some very commonplace investiga- 
tions of the ‘tiiought’ of Donne, I found it quite im- 
possible to come to the conclusion tliat Donne be- 
lieved anytliing. It seemed as if, at that time, the world 
was filled with broken fragments of systems, and that 
a man like Donne merely picked up, like a magpie, 
various shining fragments of ideas as they struck his 
eye, and stuck them about here and there in his verse. 
Miss Ramsey, in her learned and exhaustive study of 
Donne’s sources, came to the conclusion that he was a 
mediaeval thinker’; I could not find either any 
mediaevahsm’ or any thinking, but only a vast jumble 
of incoherent erudition on which he drew for purely 
poetic effects. The recent work of Professor Schoell 
on the source of Chapman seems to show Chapman 
engapd in the same task; and suggests that the ‘pro- 
fundity and obscurity’ of Chapman’s dark thinking 
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are largely due to his lifting long passages from tlie 
works of writers like Ficino and incorporating them in 
his poems completely out of their context. 

I do not for a moment suggest that the method of 
Shakespeare was anything like this. Shakespeare was 
a much finer instrument for transformations than any 
of his contemporaries, finer perhaps even than Dante. 
He also needed less contact in order to be able to 
absorb all that he required. The element of Seneca is 
the most completely absorbed and transmogrified, be- 
cause it was already the most diffused throughout 
Sfiakespeare’s world. The element of Machiavelli is 
probably the most indirect, the element of Montaigne 
the most immediate. It has been said that Shakespeare 
lacks unity; it might, I think, be said equally well that 
i I is Shakespeare chiefly that is the unity, that unifies so 
far as they could be unified all the tendencies of a time 
that certainly lacked unity. Unity, in Shakespeare, but 
not universality; no one can be universal; Shakespeare 
would not have found much in common with his con- 
temporary St. Theresa. What influence the work ot 
Seneca and Machiavelli and Montaigne seems to me to 
exert in common on that time, and most conspicuously 
through Shakespeare, is an influence toward a kind ot 
self-consciousness that is new'; the self-consciousness 
and self-dramatization of the Shakespearian hero, o! 
whom Hamlet is only one. It seems to mark a stage, 
even if not a very agreeable one, in human history’, or 
progress, or deterioration, or change. Roman stoicism 
was in its own time a development in self-conscious- 
ness; taken up into Christianity, it broke loose again 
in the dissolution of the Renaissance. Nietzsche, as 1 
suggested, is a late variant; his attitude is ^ kind o 
stoicism upside-down ; for there is not much 
between identifying oneself with the Universe an 
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identifying the Universe with oneself. The influence 
of Seneca on Elizabetlian drama has been exhaustively 
studied in its formal aspect, and in the borrowing and 
adaptation of phrases and situations; the penetration 

of Senecan sensibility would be much more difficult 
to trace. 
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METAPHOR* 

DISCUSSIONS of metaphor — there are not many of 
j_J them— often strike us at first as superficial. Not 
until we have ourselves made the attempt to get fartlier 
do we begin to realize that die investigation of njeia- 
phor is curiously like the investigation of any ot the 
primary data of consciousness: it cannot be pursued 
lery far without our being led to the border me o 
sanity. Metaphor is as ultimate as speech itselt, anci 
speech as ultimate as thought. If we try to penetrate 
them beyond a certain point, we find 
tioning the very faculty and instrument with which 
are trv ing to penetrate them. The earth trembles and 
yawns bfneath the explorer’s feet Medw tutisstmus 

ibis-, but the middle way is hard to find. 

Suppose we take a familiar metapnor, as that th. 

fiery spirit of Emily Bronte burned up her body, h 
can^ot’^fairly be called cliche-, a is rad,er a ^ 

necessary idiom. Necessary, because we tbat th 
is no way of saying what we want to say “bout L y 
Bronte save by tliis mctaplior or one of 
Tltis obvious necessity of ti.e metaphor ' 
of genuine alternatives, seems to make tt 
soon as one person perceved m anotlter and ^<=“8' 
describe such a quality "%Emily Bronte s a k, 
metaphor was forced upon him. We m.ay even s y 
the qLlity could not have been perceived w thou 

metaphor. The imagination that >'>= „,„s, 

body as fire inhabits the material which it burns 

. CountrU, of,h. Mind, Second Scries CmjO- 
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surely go back to the moment ulicn tlie existence of 
tlie soul was first surmised; for onlv by such an image 
could the nature of the soul’s existence be at all ap- 
prehended. And we may leave it undecided, or as 
impossible of decision, whetlier the creation of the 
metaphor was the result of a search for a description 
of the previously felt existence of the soul, or the exis- 
tence of the soul was suggested by die manner of tlie 
flame’s existence. 

For, wliichevcr it may have been, and perhaps the 
processes were equally prevalent, metaphor appears as 
die instinctive and necessary act of the mind exploring 
reality' and ordering experience. It is the means by 
which the less familiar is assimilated to die more 
familiar, die unknown to the known: it ‘gives to airy 
nothing a local habitation and a name’, so that it ceases 
to be airy nothing. To attempt a fundamental exa- 
mination of metaplior would be nothing less than an 
investigation of the genesis of thought itself— a 
dangerous enterprise. 7 herefore we instinctively seek 
to circumscribe our own inquiries by leaving out of 
account as far as may be die countless host of dead or 
dormant metaphors of which the most part of language 
IS composed, and concentrating upon the living one” 
We take for granted the past exploration of reality of 
which dead and dormant metaphors are die record 
and try to focus our minds on tliai present, hazardous! 
incomplete, and thrilling exploration of reality which 

metapliors whicli still retain dieir 

Such are the metaphors of what we call creative 
literature These remain alive because tliey are die 

headlnd Ih" of reality by men who stood 

head and shou ders above their fellows, who discerned 

resemblances between the unknown and the known 
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which the generality could not accept nor common 
speech assimilate. Their metaphors are felt still to be 
the vehicle of some immediate revelation to those who 
attend to them. As Aristotle said, ‘But the greatest 
thin"^ of all by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is 
die one thing that cannot be learned from others; and 
it is also a sign of original genius, since a good meta- 
phor implies the intuitive perception of the similarity 
in dissimilars.' The statement, made so long ago, 
seems final still. 

But before we hazard a small attempt to advance 
from it towards Coleridge’s discussion of imagery', we 
need to inquire, for the sake of clarity, wheiiier there 
is any but a formal difference between metaphor and 
simile and image. ‘Far out, as though idly, listlessly, 
gulls were flying. Now they settled on the waves, now 
thev beat up into the rainy air, and shone against the 
pale sky like the lights within a pearl.' The last words 
would be called indifferently an image or a simile. 
Change them to ‘shining lights in the pale pearl ot sky , 
it becomes— not by any means to its advantage, lor a 
reason we may discover— a metaphor. But the act of 
creative perception remains the same. And seem. 
impossibL to regard metaphors and similes as dtfjeren 
in any essential property; metaphor is compreswd 
simile^ The word ‘image’, however, which has com 
to usurp a prominent place in these discussions, is 

more re^Icitrant. It not only narrows 

tlie word ‘simile’, but tends to force unduly into th 

foreground the part played by 

the bcauuful simile quoted above the visual image 
preponderant; in Baudelaire’s agonizing one: 

Ces afTreuses nuits ^ . 

Qui compriment Ic cceur comme un papier qu’on froissc 
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the visual image has no part at all. Again, it is obvious 
foolislmess 10 persuade oneself that any visual image 
underlies the magnificent metaphors — 

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness: 

Thou foster-child of Silence and slow Time. 


Yet tliougli the suggestion of the word ‘image’ is 
dangerous, the word is necessary. For metaphor and 
simile belong to formal classification. The word 
image’, precisely because it is used to cover both 
metaphor and simile, can be used to point towards 
tlieir fundamental identity; and if we resolutely ex- 
clude from our minds the suggestion that the image is 
solely or even predominantly visual, and allow the 
word to share in the heightened and comprehensive 
sigmhcance with which its derivative ‘imagination’ has 
perforce been endowed— if we conceive the ‘image’ 
not as primary and independent, but as the most 
singular and potent instrument of die faculty of ima- 
gination— it is a more valuable word than those 
which It subsumes; metaphor and simile. To them 

clings something worse than false suggestion, a logical 
taint, an aura of irrelevancy. 

Tlie image may be visual, may be auditory, may 
refer back to any primary physical experience — as 
those hoary metaphors which describe the process of 
thought hselt as a grasping or apprehension — or it 
may be wholly psycliological, tlie reference of one 
emotional or intellectual experience to another, as 

Then felt I like some watcher of the skies 
When a new planet swims into his ken . . . 


The essential is simply tliat there should be that in- 
tuitive perception of similarity between dissimilars of 
which Aristotle speaks. What we primarilv demand is 
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that the similarity should be a true similarity, and that 
it should have lain hitherto unperceived, or but rarely 
perceived by us, so that it comes to us with an effect 
of revelation: somethins; hidierto unknown is sud- 
denly made known. To that extent the image is truly 
creative; it marks an advance, for tlie writer who per- 
ceives and the reader who receives it, in die conquest 
of some reality. 

We also in our inquiry may take a step forward. 
That we demand more of imagery than this may be 
seen in our instinctive refusal of the image of a modem 
prose-writer, who speaks of the ‘churches, like shapes 
of grey paper, breasting the stream of die Strand’. 
There are two images, and they war with each other. 
If die churches really breasted the stream of the Strand, 
they were not at diat moment like shapes of grey 
paper. Possibly boUi perceptions are valid in isola- 
tion; in association diey nullify one anotlier. Yet how 
often does Shakespeare seem to commit the same 


offence. 

It IS gre.nt 

To do that thing that ends all other deeds; 
Which shackles accident, and bolts up change; 
Which sleeps, and never palates more the dug, 
The beggar’s nurse and Caesar’s. 


Yet the offence is only apparent. The images do not 
in fact disturb each other, whereas the modern writer s 
images do. This is partly because m the modern 
writer’s imagery the stress lies wliolly upon die visual, 
if we do not see what we are required to sec, t e 
sentence fails of its effect; and partly because of the 

characteristic swiftness of Shakespeare slanguage. Wc 

have not, and we are not intended to have, urne to 
unfold his metaphors; and, moreover, tjte boldest and 
most abrupt transition among them is in its effect me 
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smootJiest. For the rhythm leaves no doubt tl»at it is 
not ‘die dug’ but Death diat is ‘the beggar’s nurse and 
Caesar’s’. Death wliich in the previous line was 
ilie child sleeping against the heart, becomes the 
bosom diat receives mankind. We may say it is the 
mere verbal suggestion that links the metaphors. Yet, 
though it is true that verbal ‘self-suggestion’ is potent 
in high poetry (‘Forlorn! the very word is like a knell 
. . .’), it seems truer in this case to say that the one 
metaphor grows immediately out of the other. It is 
as tliough the vague ‘thing’, from which the images 
take their rise, swiftly groped alter shapes before our 
mind’s eye, and finally achieved a full realization — 
‘the beggar’s nurse and Caesar’s’. 

This is the work of die greatest of all masters of 
metaphor, and it would be preposterous to try others’ 
achievement by its standard. The self-creative pro- 
gress of Shakespeare’s imagery is a tiling apart. But by 
comparing small things with great we may sec that the 
internal harmony which the modern writer fails to 
secure is a necessary quality of true imagery. Shake- 
speare s methods of securing it are indeed startling; 
he takes what seem to be impossible risks, and wins 
with case. His success, when we examine it, is not 
really so surprising, for the extent to which images are 
discordant depends upon the extent to which we un- 
fold them, and that is wholly within the great poet’s 
control, for it in turn depends primarily upon the 
rhythm and tempo of his writing. And this, more than 
any other, is die reason why the successful use of 
metaphor is infinitely bolder in poetry dian in prose. 

I he poet’s means of control— diat is to say, the possi- 
bilities of tempo and rhythm in poetry— are infinitely 
richer and more flexible dian in prose. He has our 
sensibilities, our powers of realization and comparison 
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far more completely under his thumb than the prose- 
writer. So tliat we may hazard a generalization and say 
that the creative simile is by nature more appropriate 
to prose than the creative metaphor. Prose gives us 
time to bear upon the comparison, which if it be exact 
and revealing, will stand tlie strain of our attention, 
and is better frankly exposed to the inquiry it must 
receive. And, again, the function of imagery’ in poetry 
dilfers perceptibly from the function of imagery in 
prose, in poetry metaphor is chiefly a means to excite 
in us a vague and lieightened awareness of qualities we 
can best call spiritual. Exactness and precision are 
seldom sought, and, if tfiey are, are seldom valuable; 
and often, where an apparent exactness exists, as in 
the Homeric simile, it is an incidental exactness and 
does not reinforce the point of specific analogy. Set 
tw'o equally famous heroic portraits by great poets 
against each other. 

His legs besrrid tire ocean; his rear’d arm 
Crested the world: his voice was propertied 
As all the tuned spheres, and that to friends; 

But when he meant to quail .and shake the orb. 

He was as rattling tliundcr. For his bounty, 

There was no winter in 't: an autumn ’twas 
That grew the more by reaping; his delights 
Were dolphin-like; they show’d his back above 
The element they liv’d in: in his livery 
Walk’d crowns and crownets; realms and islands were 
As plates dropp’d from his pocket . . . 

He above the rest 

In shape and gesture proudly eminent 
Stood like a Tower; his form had not yet lost 
All her original brightness, nor appear'd 
Less than archangel ruin’d, and th’ excess 
Of glory obscur’d, as hen the sun new risen 
Looks tlirough the horizontal misty air 
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Shorn of his beams; or from behind the moon 
In dim eclipse disastrous twiliglit siteds 
On half the nations; and with fear of change 
Perplexes monarehs. 

The Miltonic tempo, as ever, is far slower tlian Shake- 
speare’s; therefore we bear more heavily upon his 
comparisons, and in sufficient measure they stand the 
strain; but die whole effect is not precise, but rather 
vague, vast, and foreboding. So also, in its totally 
different kind, the picture of Antonv that is impressed 
upon our minds is of some thing (rather than some 
one) immense, generous, genial, a careless and over- 
flowing force of nature — a dynamic phenomenon as 
peculiar to Shakespeare’s view of the universe as tlie 
static figure of Satan to Milton’s. Exactness of this 
kind there is in both; but it comes not from the exact- 
ness of the particular comparisons, it is a total effect of 
many comparisons, as it were a painting of one great 
and indefinable quality by many strokes of minor yet 
allied analogies. To evoke such elemental spirits is 
seldom the purpose of prose, nor of the imagery 
proper to it. It also seizes, in so far as it is creative, 
indefinable qualities, but they arc more specific and 
more local. 

Soon after daybreak we were steaming down the 
arrowy Rhone, at the rate of twenty miles an hour, in a 
very dirty vessel lull of merchandise, and with only three 
or four other passengers for our companions: among 
whom the most remarkable was a silly old, meek-faced, 
garlic-eating, immeasurably polite Chevalier, with a dirty 
scrap of red ribbon at his buttonhole, as if he had tied it 
there to remind him of something. 

It is perfect, it gives us the man — an individual and 
comic inhabitant of eartli. Perhaps as an example it 
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suggests that tlie prose use of simile must be more 
prosaic tiian we mean to imply. We have quoted 
solely to point an essential difference between the 
imager)' of prose and poetry. Tiie imagery of poetry 
is in the main complex and suggestive; the imagery of 
prose single and explicit. 

But the three examples serve also to illustrate what 
is the highest function of imageiy — namely, to define 
indefinable spiritual qualities. All metaphor and simile 
can be described as the analogy by which the human 
mind explores the universe of quality and charts ilie 
non-measurablc w'orld. Of tlicse indefinite qualities 
some are capable of direct sensuous appreliension, 
while otiicrs can be grasped only by a faculty wliich, 
though obviously akin to sensuous apprehension, yet 
difi'crs from it. Sensuous perception is of the qualities 
of the visible, audible, tangible world; of the spiritual 
qualities of die more recondite world of human 
personality and its creations there is intuition. Both 
faculties are necessary to the great poet, but there have 
been many who, though richly gifted \t iih sensuous 
perception, have been deficient or altogether lacking in 
spiritual intuition. To the great poet his constant 
accumulation of vivid sense-perceptions supplies the 
most potent means by which he articulates his spiritual 
intuitions, for recognitions of spiritual quality can be 
most forcefully and swiftly conveyed through ana- 
logous recognitions of sensuous quality. One has 
only to imagine how much, and how much in vain, 
anodier writer might toil to render the quality of 
Antony that is given once for all in the words, gram- 
madcally confused diough dicy arc; 

. . . his delights 

Were dolphin-like; they show'd his back above 

Tlie element they lived in . . . 
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or to consider the pregnant subtlety of these two 
kindred images: 

This common body. 

Like to a vagabond flag upon die stream, 

Goes to and back, lackeying the varying tide. 

To rot itself with motion. . . . 

Her tongue will not obey her heart, nor can 
Her heart inform her tongue — the swan’s down-featlicr 
That stands upon the swell at full of tide 
And neither way inclines . . . 

to realize the enormous resources for describing die 
subtlest nuances of emotion and character which a 
vivid percipience of the sensuous world can give. 

But the greatest mastery of imagery docs not lie in 
the use, however beautiful and revealing, of isolated 
images, but in the harmonious total impression pro- 
duced by a succession of subtly related images. In such 
cases the images appear to grow out of one another 
and to be fulfilling an independent life of their own. 
Yet diis apparent autonomy is as strictly subordinated 
to a final impression as tlie steps of a logical argument 
are to their conclusion. Such triumplis of imagery are 
to be conceived as a swift and continuous act of ex- 
ploration of tlie world of imagination — though an 
obvious metaphor is in that phrase. A magnificent 
example of this peculiar movement of mind on a scale 
so large iliat it can be carefully examined is Keats’s Ode 
to a Nightingale. The strange combination of imagina- 
tive autonomy and profound total harmony in that 
poem is characteristic of tlie movement of creative 
imagery in its highest forms. We can perhaps get a 
clear glimpse of the nature of diis contradictory process 
of creative imagery — the maximum of independence 
combined with the most complete and pervasive sub- 
ordination — in one of the rare moments when we can 
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honestly claim to look over Shakespeare’s shoulder. 
The famous picture of Cleopatra on Cydnus comes 
substantially from North’s Plutarch, of which the fol- 
lowing sentence is the original of Shakespeare’s first 
seven lines: 

Site disdained to set forward otherwise, but to take her 
barge in the river of Cydnus, tlie poope whereof was of 
gold, the sails of purple, and the owers of silver, which 
kept stroke in rowing after the sound of flutes, liowboys, 
cythern, violls, and such other instruments as they played 
upon the barge. . . . 

It is often said that Shakespeare followed North as 
closely as he could, with the minimum of original 
effort. It is not true. North’s sentence would fall 
quite easily into good blank verse, but it would be 
nothing like — 

The barge she sat in, like a burnish'd throne. 

Burn don the water: the poop was beaten gold; 

Purple the sails, and so perfumed that 
The winds were love-sick with them; the oars were silver, 
Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made 
The water which they beat to follow faster. 

As amorous of their strokes. . , . 

The phrases in italics are Shakespeare’s addidons: 
afierw'ards he keeps more closely to North, until he 
comes to the climax. North has it; 

Others also rann out of the city to see her coming in. 
So that in the end, there rann such multitudes of people 
one after another, that Antonias was left post alone in tiic 
market-place, in liis Imperiall scate to give audience. 

Which is transformed into: 

The city cast 

Her people out upon her, and Antony, 

Enthron’d in the market-place, did sit alone. 
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Had gone to ga^e on Cleopatra too 
And made a gap in nature. 

The additions are worth attention. North’s somewhat 
amorphous prose is given a beginning and an end. 
The additions are all, in spite of formal differences, 
essentially similes and metaphors; and, after the first, 
which gathers the vision into one wliole which it puts 
imperisljably before the mind’s eye, the second and 
third develop the theme which is clinched in climax 
by the fourth. In them the successive elements — the 
winds, the water, the air — are represented all as suc- 
cumbing to the enchantment of love which breathes 
from the great Queen and her burning barge; and by 
this varied return on a single motive North’s incon- 
sequential panorama is given an organic unity. It is 
quite impossible to conceive Shakespeare as dovetail- 
ing old and new together. Before his mind’s eye as 
he read North liad risen a picture half visible, half 
spiritual, in short, truly imaginative — the manifesta- 
tion of Egypt, before whom the elements made 
t>bcisance. All of North that was congruous with this 
enchanted vision he incorporated with a flowing pen 
into his new creation. And the added imagery, about 
which he probably took no second thought, grew 
naturally into harmony witli itself and with tlie whole. 

To tliis strange but strangely natural process 
Coleridge was referring in his often-quoted and some- 
times violendy interpreted words: 

Images, however beautiful, though faithfully copied 
from nature, and as accurately represented in words, do 
not of themselves characterize the poet. They become 
proofs of original genius only in so far as they arc modi- 
fied by a predominant passion, or by associated thoughts 
and images awakened by that passion; or when they have 
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the effect of reducing multitude to unity, or succession to 
an instant; or lastly when a human and intellectual life is 
transferred to them from the poet’s own spirit. 

Instances, and better instances than Coleridge himself 
gives, of all the qualities which he demands of truly 
creative imagery are obviously to be found in the 
picture of Cleopatra. ‘Multitude is reduced to unity’ 
by the first of the added images; and in the other three 
a human and intellectual life is transferred to die 
images (Coleridge should perhaps have said, to the 
objects of the images) from die poet’s own spirit. This 
last desideratum had been put forward long before by 
Aristotle in his discussion of ‘vividness’ in the Rhetoric. 
Vividness, he there says, depends upon metaphor and 
on ‘setting things before die eyes’; but ‘setting things 
before the eyes’ turns out itself to be a metaphor, and 
not, as one might imagine, a demand for die visual 
image. ‘This is my definition’, says Aristotle. 

Those words set a thing before the eyes which describe 
it in an active state. - . . Or we may use the device often 
employed by Homer of giving life to lifeless things by 
means of metaphor. In ail such cases he wins applause by 
describing an active state, as in the line 

‘Back to die plain rolled the shameless stone.’ 

Whether die process is described thus dryly as by 
Aristode, or more transcendcntally by Coleridge, as 
the working of the poetic spirit ‘which shoots its being 
through earth, sea, and air’, the fact is indubitable. It 
seems to be an imperious need of the creative spirit of 
the poet to impart life to the apparently lifeless. This 
may appear a ‘device’ in the cold light of analysis; but 
nothing is more certain dian diat wJien it is used as a 
device it is intolerable. No conscious contrivance pro- 
duced ‘Tiiou still unravish’d bride of quietness’, or 
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‘Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips. Bidding adieu . 
Such things as these — and how many of the most 
magnificently natural achievements of poetry belong 
to this kind — are, beyond all doubt, the effect of some 
‘silent working of the spirit’. By die intensity of the 
poet’s contemplation the lifeless thing lives indeed. 

Probably the world of true imagination of which 
these miracles are die common substance is for ever 
inviolable by intellectual analysis. Even to apprehend 
its subject-matter die intellect must suffer a sea-change, 
so that it is no longer itself and cannot perform its 
proper function. Restore its power to the intellect, 
again, and tliat which it seeks to understand has ceased 
to exist as what it really is. This world of imagination 
is a universe wherein quality leaps to coliere witli 
quality across the abysms of classification tliat divide 
and category die universe of intellectual apprehension. 
Its true citizens are few and far bctv.een; diey are the 
masters of metaphor, and the authentic messages the} 
bring from that near yet distant country perplex our 
brains and comfort our souls with the half-assurance 
that the things diat are may be odierwise dian as we 
know them. 

Towards diis exalted region, as to die sole rcalit}’, 
Coleridge was ever groping; and what he meant by 
the ‘predominant passion’ wliich modifies die images 
of original genius is the power by wliich genius com- 
prehends its cliosen region of diis world of qualitadvc 
interpenetration. The passion is a passionate contem- 
plation of the unity which pervades the chosen region : 
a creative passion to correspond with an organic unity. 
Whether the unity proceeds from the passion, or die 
passion fiom the unity, it would be profitless to in- 
quire. Tliey are knit together, as knower and known, 
in one act of creative comprehension. But if we are 
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shy of the notion of Coleridge which seems to give the 
poetic spirit an actually plastic power over the material 
world, we have only to reflect that the predominant 
passion of the poet’s mind is but the counterpart of a 
predominant quality of the region of die universe 
wliich he contemplates. His passion roused by the 
quality is reflected back upon the quality, and gives it 
redoubled power; so that it begins to dominate all 
other qualities and properdes, to suffuse diem with 
itself till it becomes as it were the living and governing 
soul of that which the poet contemplates. By means 
of his passion the actual realizes its own idea. 

However much we struggle, w’e cannot avoid tran- 
scendentalism, for we are seeking to approximate to a 
universe of quality with analogy for its most essential 
language through a universe of quantity with a lan- 
guage of identities. Sooner or later, and sooner radier 
thaiTlater, a transcendentalism (which is only the name 
for a prodigious metaphor) is inevitable. But the 
process may be brought a little closer to the light of 
common day if we take once more that region of the 
qualitative universe which Shakespeare embodied in 
Cleopatra. She w'as, we may say, the incarnation of 
love: die mighty, elemental power which, in Shake- 
speare’s experience, was love, was made corporeal in 
iier. She is possessed by it; from her it radiates and 
compels obeisance from the elements. But she is not 
merely a contemplated but a self-uttering thing; and 
this power that informs her body informs her soul also. 
All her dioughts are shaped by it. Without her love 
she will die, she must die; but when she imagines 
death, she imagines it as a consummation of love, as 

the thing 

Which sleeps, and never palates more the dug, 

The beggar’s nurse and Caesar s. . . . 
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She dies, and her dying she imagines as a reliving of 
her triumph on Cydnus. ‘I am again for Cydnus, to 
meet Mark Antony!’ And it is a more wonderful 
triumph. ‘Yare, yare, good Iras.’ The flower-soft 
liands tliat yarely framed the office frame one last office 
more; and at the aspic’s touch the Queen is wholly 
dedicate to the love she is and serves. The winds, the 
v/ater, the air obeyed on Cydnus; now the most fickle 
element of all obeys — her own secret self, from which 
well up the images of love in death, and death in love: 

The stroke of death is as a lover’s pinch 
Tliat hurts and is desired. . . . 

Peace, peace! 

Dost thou not sec my baby at my breast 
That sucks the nurse asleep.^ 

In the intensity of Shakespeare’s imagination the great 
property takes utter and complete possession of that it 
dwells in. By the alchemy of Cleopatra’s images death 
is transmuted into a sleep of love. But her dioughts are 
Shakespeare’s thoughts, her predominant passion his. 
Therefore it is not strange that Caesar, who in the 
waking world knows nothing of her dying words 

should echo tliem, and prolong her triumph beyond 
her death. 

She looks like sleep. 

As she would catch anotlier Antony 
In her strong toil of grace. 

But Caesar did not know wliat Shakespeare knew 
that It was tlie scif-same Antony whom she had taken. 


H. B. Charlton 

(b. 1890) 

ROMANTICISM IN SHAKESPEARIAN 

COMEDY* 

I T is a commonplace of criticism to label Shake- 
speare’s comedies romantic comedies. What else 
should one call comedies which are set in Illyria or in 
forests of Arden, and through which Violas and Or- 
sinos, Rosalinds and Orlandos fleet the time to such 
music as is the food of love? And what is a fantasia 
like The Midsummer Night's Dream but die very 
ecstasy of romanticism? So the epidiet goes unques- 
tioned. It not only seems to fit the quality of Shake- 
speare’s comedies; it catches in a word the prevailing 
atmosphere of Elizabethan literature at large. And for 
what concerns comedy in particular, it has an addi- 
tional recommendation. Being named ‘romantic 
comedies’, Shakespeare’s can be easily and con- 
veniently distinguished from the counterblasts with 
which, in the name of the classical comedians, Ben 
Jonson retaliated on tliem. Why not, therefore, let 
well alone, and continue to talk of Shakespeares 
romantic comedies, especially as ‘romantic’ h so van- 
able and vague in its connotation that it can be used to 
mean almost anything which anybody may take SJiaKe- 

speare’s comedies to be. , 

Moreover, there can hardly be any doubt a 

Shakespeare’s audience clamorously 

their comedies should include certain features wind 

In any sense of die word must be called romantic, 

. A lecture reprinted from TAe BulUtin of th. John Rylonds 
Library y voL I4> no. 2 , J^ly *93^- 
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features wliich enter comedy for the first time in 
Shakespeare’s day, features \vliich more than any 
oUiers bear die stamp of the imaginative and emo- 
tional fasliion of his generation. 

His Comedy of Errors provides an excellent clue to 
the taste of liis times. He took the main tale of it from 
Latin comedy, from Plautus. But he made strange 
additions. His Plautine material is in the boisterous, 
gross, realistic pattern of Latin comedy; a virago of 
a wife, a thick-skinned husband, and a common cour- 
tesan deal with each otiier in die coarser way of earthy 
trafficking. But into tliis Hogarthian group Shake- 
speare slips one or two figures who belong to anodier 
world; an old man weighed down by the grief of many 
years’ fruitless search for die wife and son tom from 
him by shipwreck, and a gentle-hearted girl whose 
lips speak in the sweet new style singers and sonneteers 
were consecrating to lovers and to love-making. 

Sucli incongruously intrusive figures can only have 
gained dieir entry by being the sort of people Shake- 
speare s public wanted. They surround a Dutch 
interior with a tale of love and of adventure; and what 
is a romance but a tale of love and adventure, of 
prouesse and courtesie.^ That is die justification for 
calling the Elizabedian age a romantic age. Shake- 
speare and his fellows were romandc in the strict sense 
diat they clamoured for fuller draughts of that spirit of 
romanticism which the Middle Ages had first dis- 
covered and revealed in their tales of chivalry and 
knight-errantry. To them, a lover and his lass were 

the most engrossingof God’s creatures; dieir comedies 
as Jonson contemptuously said, had to be of a duke in 
love with a countess, the countess to be in love with 
the duke s son, and the son to love the lady’s waitine- 
maid, widi other such cross-wooing. For wooing was 
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the most exciting of man’s emotional experiences; and 
tuned to that key he eagerly responded to those other 
phases of existence wherein the stress of exceptional 
circumstances aroused stranger stirrings of the pas- 
sionate life. The plot of the Comedy of Errors is 
Roman, classical, realistic; but old yEgeon and fair 
Luciana are the offspring of an un-Roman, unclassical, 
and unrealistic sentiment: they are the outcome of 
romance. Of the two, Luciana is the more significant. 

Romantic comedy is pre-eminently the comedy of 
love. It is its specific occupation widi wooing whicli 
distinguishes it most markedly from classical or Ro- 
man comedy. And although between a fully grown 
romantic comedy such as As You Likelt^ and a Roman 
comedy such as tlie Mencechmi of Plautus, there may 
appear to be the widest difference in matter and in 
spirit, the one has in fact grown out of the other by a 
gradual modification of the current view of the way of 
a man with a maid. Classical dramatists dealt freely 
with amorous intrigues between young men and girls; 
but solicitation is a social institution, whereas wooing 
is a mystical experience. The Romans treated such 
situations as mere incidents in the casual sowing of 
wild oats, whicli was by no means a bad training for a 
young fellow about to enter the world at large. 1 heir 
real concern was with the older men who had already 
taken rank in that world. When modem comedy 
started in Italy at the beginning of die sixteenth 
century, its founders eagerly imitated classical models. 
But in the intervening sixteen hundred years, man and 
his universe had moved. He had been initiated into 
notions of chivalry. Italian audiences in t ^oo were 
descended from knights who had given dieir lives to 
courtesy and to high endeavour. Dante had trans- 
muted womankind for them. He had opene l loir 
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eyes to the image of woman whose coming is as from 
heaven to reveal a miracle, and at die sound of whose 
voice the heart is filled with all of sweetness and 
humility : 

E par chc sia una cosa venuta 

Di cielo in terra a miracol mostrare. . . . 

Ogni dolcezza, ogni penslero umile 
Nasce nel core a chi parlar la sente. 

Merely to see her is to add to one’s spiritual stature a 
new susceptibility, an intelligcnia nuova. By the simple 
glance of her eye mankind is lifted to a finer civiliza- 
tion: ‘empiendo il core a ciascun di virtuie.’ Pcrliaps 
such a transcendent ‘intellect of love’ was too ideal for 
the sense of die bulk of men. But Petrarch had made 
the miracle manifest on eartli. He had clodied the 
new soul of woman in the liuman beauty of woman’s 
body: 

ogni virtutc 

Ogni bellezza, ogni real costume 
Giunti in un corpo a mirabil lemprc— 

and liad made her earthly existence more intimate by 
turning from the idea she symbolized in heaven to 
lament the heaviness of life when the transfiguring 
angel of it departs, leaving her lover a desolate and 
solitaiy voyager on the dreary waves of time. 

With these new sensations pulsing in tlieir blood, 
Italy’s audiences in the sixteenth century were much 
more thrilled by youth than by age, and youdi in love 
was its most alluring theme. Its comic writers might 
set themselves to imitate Roman drama as closely as 
possible; but without knowing it, diey could not 
escape dallying with the young folks of the play far 
more than Roman precedent warranted. At the very 
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outset of the new comedy, for his Calandria^ Bibbiena 
borrows largely from tlie self-same play of Plautus 
from which Shakespeare w’as to borrow for his Comedy 
of Errors. But Bibbiena, taking his twins from Plautus, 
transforms one of them into a woman, as the later 
Shakespeare was to do for his Twelfth Night. And in 
Ariosto’s comedies, the young gradually supersede the 
old, until tlie old man, who stood in the middle lime- 
light of Roman comedy, is pushed into the wings of 
the stage to make room for the youthful lovers whose 
Roman prototypes were but accessory figures. The 
plot of his Cassaria is a typically classical plot, except 
that tlie old man has at the beginning embarked on a 
journey which keeps him out of the play until almost 
the end of it. There is still, of course, as there must be 
in any play for an audience of Boccaccio’s country- 
men, much of the bawdy side of love: but the object 
of exhibiting it is, nominally at all events, to expose it 
to the rtick of satire, whilst in Roman comedy it enters 
more or less as a natural escapade of die admirable 
young spark. Moreover, Ariosto’s last comedy, the 
ScolcStica, not only ties its interest down to the love of 
its youths for its maidens; it even gives to t^^at Jove 
something of the quality of romantic devotion. With- 
out intention, and as yet without much change in out- 
ward form, classical comedy is moving gradually to 
romandc comedy, and is taking to itself a situation and 
a temper which in due course will transform the type 
to the sort which characterizes romantic comedy. 1 he 
transition is not so clearly discernible in the work oi 
the English comic dramausts of the sixteenth century. 
For one tiling, classical comedy never fastened itscii 
so securely onto our stage as it did in Italy; and wJien 
our Elizabedian comedy was being forged, our 
romantic temper was urgent and largely conscious ol 
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itself. Yet somediing of the transitional process may 
be seen in the plays of John Lyly: and its main stages 
stand out clear as signposts in the two plots which to- 
gether make The Taming of a ^hrew. But in die main, 
Elizabedian romantic comedy did not emerge dirough 
a process of natural evolution : it was the product of an 
obligation imposed ruthlessly on the dramatists by 
their own age. They were required to beat out a play 
which should be comic and romantic at once; and at 
first they scarcely realized that die task involved almost 
insuperable difficulties. It seemed a simple matter 
merely to lift tlie romances bodily on to the comic 
stage: the whole history of Elizabethan comedy is a 
tale of the reluctance of comedy to compromise itself 
with romance. Not realizing his difficulties, Shake- 
speare sat down light-heartedly to Tvrite a romantic 
comedy. The Two Gentlemen of l^erona. Before he had 
finished, he had encountered and liad blundered 
through unexpected obstacles. 

To realize what they were and to appreciate the re- 
luctance of romantic material to be naturalized on the 
comic stage will involve us in a closer examination of 
romantic taste and of its primary cause, die romances 
of the Middle Ages. Romantic taste will not tolerate 
any sort of love-story. Medieval romances are love- 
stories, and something besides. Not only are they 
stories of a particular kind of love; they also incorpo- 
rate a larger tradition which moulds the quality of 
every element in their material. The range of dieir 
incidents, the temper of their sentiments, the pattern 
of tlieir heroes, the atmosphere of tlieir scenery, and 
the trend of tlieir ideas, each and all contribute to tlie 
homogeneity of tlie tradition. And in the making of 
the tradition, life and literature liad played comple- 
mentary parts. The romances reflect the ideal of 
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knighthood by their imaginative idealization of the 
experience of knights. 

What chivalry is in morals and feudalism in politics, 
so are the romances in literature. Tliey are the artistic 
counterpart of the moral and politick society which 
produced tliem. Socially, one thinks of the Middle 
Ages as a feudal edifice. Feudalism built itself on an 
ascending scale of suzerainties. Its elaborate distinc- 
tions of precedence created colleges of heralds and a 
code of social etiquette, as well as a Round Table 
compromise. But politically and socially speaking, 
such a system was fragile as a castle of cards, capable of 
destruction by mere exposure to the winds of heaven, 
unless cemented by the strongest of moral and senti- 
mental ties. And die only moral tie which could hold 
the fabric erect was the sense of loyalty. So, out of 
mere political necessity in die first place, loyalty is the 
virtue above all odier virtues in the medieval knight s 
equipment; to be false to a plighted oath is first m the 
catalogue of a recreant’s sins. As in tl^ life of the body 
oolitic, so in the communion of the Catholic Church. 
Tlie representative of God on earth called for absolute 
obedience, and religion consecrated loyalty. Liles 
hichest ideal was unswerving devotion to an all-cxaci- 
ing service, the quest of a holy grail. Inevitably diese 
public ideals were closely reflected in those Phases of 
man’s life which come most intimately to his hearth. 
His private and domestic existence was governed by a 
code of conduct in the same range of values. Like s 
worship of God and his fa.th to h.s 

love of his lady. It called for a dedicated life. And as it 

was the article of his faith which lay 
bosom, his love of woman tended to loom more 
largely in his consciousness than did the less 
elements of his creed. Love became the corner-stone 
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of the whole fabric of chivalry. The chansons de gcsie 
passed into the romances of a Chretien de Troyes: and 
in them, the love of woman was the cause and not the 
consequence of devotion to God and to king. 

Qui fist Lancelot el Artus 

En armes si aventureux, 

Tristan, Percheval et Pontus, 

Sinon qu'ilz furent amoureux? 

But, theoretically, it was love more like Dante’s for 
Beatrice than Petrarch’s for Laura. The pattern knight 
u as he whose days were solemnly devoted to unselfish 
service for his church, his country, or his love. He was 
vowed to absolute renunciation of all merely personal 
desire in the pursuit of his hazardousquest. Tliesuper- 
human exaltation of the ideal transfigured every cir- 
cumstance connected with it. The love of woman was 
a state of mystic adoration removed entirely from the 
attractions of the flesh. The worshipper was a Sir Gala- 
had, a maiden knight to whom is given such hope he 
knows not fear, wliose strength is as the strength of 
ten because his heart is pure. A love like this has be- 
come a ritual, and expresses itself in social behaviour 
with an elaborate etiquette of courtesy in word and 
deed. Medieval romance depicts an ideal world of 
which each element is occasioned by the ideal of 
chivalry. It is a world of prouesse and courtesie. Its 
heroes are w’ithout fear and without reproach. They 
are initiated in courtly forms of service in the lady’s 
bower, until with manhood they lay their heart before 
the lady of their choice, and from thenceforward their 
lives are dedicated to proofs of their worthiness by 
facing unprecedented trials and overcoming incredible 
obstacles in the uttermost parts of the eartli. That is 
why die medieval love-story is perforce a story of 
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adventure. Its wooing follows elaborately prescribed 
formalities, and its quests penetrate strange remote 
regions where deeds of unexampled valour are called 
forth by the attacks of terrifying monsters more 
horrible tlian the eye of man has seen. 

Turn, for instance, to the tale of Owein and Lunet. 
‘Having’, says Cynon, ‘conquered in all deeds of 
valour those who were in the same country as myself, 
I equipped me and travelled through the uttermost 
parts of the earth and its wildernesses.’ Amongst his 
adventures, he is told that he will meet ‘a large black 
man on the top of a tumulus, who is in no way smaller 
than two of the men of this world’. When, in 
meets the man, even expectation is outdone: ‘ 1 had 
been told he was huge; much larger was he tlian that; 
and his iron staff which it had been said to me was a 
burden for ns'O men, it was clear to me was a burden 
for four warriors’ — FalstafT’s romancing about men in 
Lincoln green scarcely outdoes the original romances 
tliemselves. Of course there was variety in die haps ol 
knight-errantry. Not always was it a black man who 
crossed one’s path. Owein, at one point of hisjoumey, 
finds himself in the presence of maidens sewin^ 

brocaded silk in golden chairs, and more 
bv far was their fairness and beauty than what Owein 
had been told. At such a revelation, every true 
‘must bum with love until every part of him is filled . 
One is reminded of the solemn '«juncuon laid o 
Peredur: ‘Should you see a fair woman, woo her, e 
if she desires you not; she will make you, th^ 
reason, a better man and a 

These are examples from the Ma6>nogion, that is, tr 
rrbody of rc^ance before it bad been fu V roman- 
ticized But for that very reason they display ev 
more clearly die elements which are indigenou 
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romance. In trie full elaboration to winch tliey were to 
grow, everything — incident, figure, atmosphere, and 
sentiment — shapes itself to play its part naturally in 
the whole substance. Comprehensively, these elements 
provide a universe in which tlie code of chivalry as a 
moral and as a social ideal can exemplify itself most 
significantly. No doubt in the historic origins of ro- 
mance, the material adventures provide tlie main if not 
the entire interest: the chansons de geste precede the 
romances. But the prevailing current of ideals infused 
itself slow^ly through the corporal matter, until the 
whole of it became the visible incorporation of the 
spirit and the temper of the medieval world. And at 
the moment of its highest attainment, the soul of it was 
indubitably its characteristic sense of the meaning of 
woman and of love. 

In its first intention, Elizabethan romantic comedy 
was an attempt to adapt the world of romance and all 
its implications to the service of comedy. The Two 
Gentlemen of crona shows that intention at its crudest. 
In the story of it diere are all the main marks of tlie 
medieval tradition as that tradition had been modified, 
elaborated, and extended by the idealism of Petrarch 
and by the speculations of the Platonists. It is yet tlie 
same tradition in its essence, corroborated rather tlian 
altered by the modifying factors; as, for instance, at tlie 
hands of Ficino, Platonism brought a medico-meta- 
physical tlieory to explain the love-laden gleam of a 
beautiful eye. Shakespeare’s play embodies a literary 
manner and a moral code; its actions are conducted 
according to a conventional etiquette and are deter- 
mined by a particular creed; and every feature of it, in 
matter and in sentiment, is traceable to the romantic 
attitude of man to woman. It presents as its setting a 
world constituted in such fashion that tlie obligations 
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and the sanctions of its doctrines could best be realized. 
Tlie course of the whole play is determined by the 
values such doctrine attaches to the love of man and 
woman. 

A note struck early in the play recalls one of the 
few passionate love-stories of classical legend — ‘how 
young Leander crossed the Hellespont’ — and at an- 
otlier moment, Ariadne is remembered ‘passioning for 
Theseus’ perjury’. But the real colour of the tale is 
given unmistakably by the presence amongst its 
characters of Sir Eglamoiir. By his name is he known 
and wlicnce he springs. He points straight back to die 
source of the religious cult of love: ‘servant and friend’ 
of Sylvia, he is ready at call to rush to any service to 
which she may command him. His own lady and his 
true love died, and on her grave he vowed pure 
chastity, dedicating himself to the assistance of lovers 
in affliction, recking nothing what danger should be- 
tide him in the venture. His liome is in the land ot 
medieval romance; and his brctliren are those con- 
secrated warriors who will undertake all danger, 
tliou^h it stands next to death, for one calm look ot 
Love”s approval. He comes to life again in a play 
%vhere knightly vows are spoken, where errantry is the 
normal mode of service, where the exercise ot nit anci 
tournament is the traditional recreation, where overs 
name themselves habitually the servants ot their ladies, 
where such service may impose as a duty the helpin„ 
of one’s ladv to a rival, and where die terms of infamy 
to which tlie utmost slander can give voice are per- 
jured, false, disloyal’. And that is the world m which 
Shakespeare makes his Two Gentlemen live. 

Throughout die play, ‘Love’s a mighty lord , 

There is no woe to his correction 

Nor to his service no sucfi joy on eartli. 
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This is the state of the lover as the old Romaunt of the 
Rose had depicted it: 

The sore of love is merveilous. 

For now is the lover joyous. 

Now can he pleync, now can he grone. 

Now can he syngen, now maken mone; 

To day he pleyneth for hevynesse. 

To morowe he pleyeth for jolynesse. 

The lyf of love is full contrarie, 

Which stounde-meic can ofte varie. 

Heavy penance is visited on unbelievers 

for contemning Love, 

Whose high imperious thoughts will punish him 
With bitter fasts, with penitential groans. 

With nightly tears and daily hcart-sorc sighs. 

Sleep is chased from such a rebel’s now enthralled eyes, 
to make them watchers of his own heart’s sorrow. 
From true votaries, nothing less than absolute devo- 
tion is required. They must hold no discourse except 
it be of love. Absent from tlteir lady, they must let no 
single hour o’erslip without its ceremonial sigh for her 
sake. The more such languishing fidelity appears to be 
spurned, the more must it grow and fawn upon its 
recalcitrant object. Apart from love, nothing in life 
has die least significance: 

banished from her. 

Is self from self, a deadly banishment. 

Wh.it light is light, if Sylvia be not seen.^ 

What joy is joy, if Sylvia be not by ? 

Except I be by Sylvia in the night, 

There is no music in the nightingale. 

Unless I look on Sylvia in the day, 

There is no day for me to look upon. 

She is my essence, and I leave to be. 

If I am not by lier fair influence 
Fostered, illumined, cherished, kept alive. 
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Such is the consecrated desolation of die romantic 
lover: the medieval sense of a world emptied of its 
content persists dirough romantic poetry and is die 
undertone of the Renaissance sonneteers’ woe. Bembo 
puis it not unlike Valentine in the play: 


Tu m’hai lasciato senza sole i giomi, 

Le notte senza stelle, e grave e egro 
Tutto questo, ond’io parlo, ond’io respiro: 
La term scossa, e’l ciel turbato e negro; 

Et pien di mille oltraggi e mille scomi 
Me sembra ogni parte, quant’io miro. 

Valor e cortesia si dipartiro 

Ncl tuo partirc; e’l mondo infermo giacque; 

Et virtu spense i suoi chiari lumi; 

Et le fontanc a i fiumi 

Ncga la vena antica e Tusate acque: 

Et gli augelletti abandonaro il canto, 

Et riierbe e i fior l.isciar nude le piaggie, 

Ne piu di frondc il bosco si consperse. 


But the lover has ample recompense for his sorrow. 
Setting the world at nought, he gains a heaven m its 

stead : 

she is mine own, 

And I as rich in having such a jewel 
As twenty seas if all their sand were pearl. 

The water nectar, and die rocks pure gold. 

Inevitably, a creed of such ardent devotion has its 
appropriate liturgy. Stuffed with protestation, and fu 
of new-found oaths, the lover utters his feare m wailfu 
sonnets, whose composed rhymes are fully fraugnt 
with serviceable vows: 


... and on the altar of her beauty 
You sacrifice your tears, your sighs, your heart 
Write till your ink be dry, and with your tears 
Moist it again, and frame some feeling line 
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That may discover such intcG;rity: 

For Orpheus’ lute was strung with poets’ sinews. 
Whose golden touch could soften steel and stones. 
Make tigers tame, and huge leviathans 
Forsake unsounded deeps to dance on sands. 

After your dire-lamenting elegies. 

Visit by night your lady’s chamber window 
With some sweet concert; to their instruments 
Tune a deploring dump: the night’s dead silence 
Will well become such sweet-complaining grievance. 
This, or else notliing, will inherit licr. 

With oceans of tears, and tw'cnty thousand soul-con- 
firming oaths, tlie lover excites himself to a fervid 
bacchanalian orgy, and in his braggardism proclaims 
his lady ‘sovereign to all the creatures on die earilt*, 
threatening destruction to all who will not at once sub- 
scribe, and extermination to any who but dare to 
breathe upon her. In the intervals of these ecstatic 
outbursts, the lover stands before the picture of his 
love, sighing and weeping, wreathing his arms like a 
malcontent, until at length he walks off alone like one 
that hath the pestilence. 

When cruel circumstance separates him from his 
lady, etiquette prescribes tlie proper behaviour and the 
right demeanour. He resorts to the congenial solitude 
of woods or wildernesses. In the earlier days of tlie 
cult, his manner on diese occasions was more violent 
than ceremonious. Tristan, as Malory tells us, exiled 
and separated from his love, goes mad for grief; he 
would unlace his armour and go into the wilderness, 
where he ‘brast down the trees and bowes, and other- 
whyle, when he found die harp diat the lady sent him, 
then wold he harpe and playe therupon and wepe 
togethre’. But in the course of time the manners of 
solitaries became more polite. Chaucer (or the audior 
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of the Romaunt of the Rose) advises the lover to cul- 
tivate a proper solitude: 


For ofte, whan thou bithcnkist thcs 
Of thy lovyng, where so thou be, 

Fro folk thou must departe in hie, 

That noon percey\'e thi maladie. 

But hyde thyne harme thou must alone. 
And go fortlie sole, and make tliy mone. 


It is only one more stage to the final artistic decorum of 
the habit. The lover in the French romance Flamenca 
‘in tlie dark of night goes of custom to listen to the 
nightingale in the wood’. Just, in fact, as does Valen- 
tine: in the intervals between inspecting the arms or 
allocating tlie booty of his bandit-band, he takes his 
laments for Sylvia into the woods for orchestral effects 
from the nightingales: 

These shadow>', desert, unfrequented woods 
I better brook than flourishing peopled totsns: 
Here can I sit alone, unseen of any. 

And to the nightingale’s complaining notes 
Tune my distresses and record my woes. 

Such is the way of lovers in romances, and in The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona. Their state of spiritual ecstasy 
is revealed by the progressive etheriahzation ot mcir 
sustenance. A collection of the menus of ■•°'J'a"“ 
feasts is more than a gastronomic Document. In Uie 
beeinninRS of romance, eattng and drinking rtas 
malor occupation. Owein ate and drank ‘whilst it was 
late in the time of the nones’; and once he was bidden 
to a feast which took three months to consume and had 
taken three years to prepare. But later, ' 
have so far purged their mortal grossness, 
and loving begin to appear incompatible. Again the 
Romaunt of the Rose brings the evidence; 
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Such comyng and such goyng 
Such hevynesse and such wakyng 
Makith lovers, withouten wene. 

Under her clothes pale and lene. 

For love leveth colour ne cleemessc. 

Who loveth tretve hath no fatnesse; 

Thou shalt wel by thy-silf ysee 
That thou must nedis assaied be; 

For men that shape hem other weyc 
Falsly her ladyes to biiraye. 

It is no wonder though iliey be fatt. 

With false othes her loves they gatt. 

For oft I see suche losengours 
Fatter dian abbatis or priours. 

On occasion, tlie true lover, like Jehan in Jehan and 
Blonde, is like to fade away, and can only eat when his 
lady serves the dishes to him with her own delicate 
hands. Our Valentine had been a good trencherman 
before he became a romantic lover; in tliose days, 
when he fasted, it was presently after dinner. But once 
he becomes a votary not even ambrosia nor nectar is 
good enough for his ethereal table: ‘now can I break 
my fast, dine, sup, and sleep upon the very naked name 
of love.’ How he thrives on this diet will become a 
primary article of the literary and dramatic criticism of 
The Two Gentlemen of J^erona. 

So much for the spirit of romance in the play. Now 
for the world in W'hich it is set — since, taking its 
religion thence, it must also take the romantic world in 
which such religion may reveal itself. Not men living 
dully slu^ardized at home, but tliose bred and tutored 
in the wider world, seeking preferment out, trying 

their fortunes in war or discovering islands far away 

these are they who have scope to put such reli^on 
to the proof. So in The Two Gentlemen of T^erona 
the scene is laid in Italy, the country which to 


1 
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Shakespeare’s fellows was the hallowed land of romance. 
Blit it is an Italy of romance, not of physiographic 
authenticity. It has inland waterways unknown to 
geographers; the journey from Verona to Mantua is a 
sea-voyage; it is indeed a scenario in which all the 

material trappings ofromance may be assembled. Moun* 

tain and forest are indispensable, mountains w’luch 
are brigand-haunted, and forests in the gloom of which 
are abbeys from whose postern gates friars creep into 
the encircling woods, so w’rapt in penitential mood 
that lurking lions, prowling hungrily for food, are 
utterly forgotten. In such a locality, the tale of true 
love may run its uneven course. The poetically gifted 
lover meets such obstacles as a rival at whom he hurls 
his cartel, and a perverse father whose plans for his 
dau<yhter are based on such irrelevant considerations as 
the rivals’ bank-balances. The father’s castle has its 
upper tower far from the ground, and built so shelving 
that to climb it is at apparent hazard of one s life. And 
here is the angelic daughter’s chamber wherein s^ 
is nichtiv lodged, within doors securely locked, so 
that rescue can only be by a corded ladder to 
chamber window. Then unexpected difficulties wil be 
expected to intrude: the best-laid plot to carry he 
away is foiled by the machinations of a villain out ol 
the least suspected quarter. Banishment naturally fo 
lows and at length, with the flight of the heroine and 
TpurLi. of he" by .be entire court all will work - 
well by a series of surprising coincidences, to whic 
rivals brigands, friars, and lions are all somehow con 
;;rbtor; ®?n .his way. rontantic love 
tic universe; and this in fact is tlie setting and the stor> 

of The Two Gentlemen oj f crona. 

This, both in matter and in spirit, is J^^^i 
which the Elizabethan dramatists desired to lift bodi y 
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on to their comic stage. But something somchov.' went 
wrong. The spirit of medieval romance seemed to 
shrivel in the presence of comedy. Something similar 
Iiad in fact happened in tlie real world outside the 
theatre. The last hero of romance had lived gloriously 
and had died quite out of his part. Jacques dc Lalaing, 
le bon chevalier, the mirror of knighthood who 
adorned the Burgundian court in the middle of the 
fifteenth century, had become the pattern of chivalry 
for all Europe. To his contemporaries ‘fair was he as 
Paris, pious as yEncas, wise as Ulj'sses, and passionate 
as Hector’: and his exploits in tournament and in 
knight-errantry had carried his fame tlirough many 
lands. He died an early death in 1453. But he did not 
die of a lover’s broken heart; nor was he slain in 
tourney by a foeman wortliy of his steel and of his 
thirty-two emblazoned pennants. He was shot down 
by a cannon-ball in an expedition against tlie merchants 
and shopkeepers of Ghent. The gross, ponderable facts 
of a very material world swept the symbol of an out- 
worn ideal from off the face of the earth. So in The 
Two Gentlemen^ a sheer clod of earth, Launce by name, 
will, quite unwittingly, expose the unsubstantiality of 
the romantic hero with whom the play throws him 
into contact. Bui we are anticipating. Tlie con- 
sequences of Shakespeare’s attempt to dramatize 
romance must be watched in closer detail. 

There is little wonder that the Elizabethan drama- 
tists saw the dramatic possibilities of such material, and 
did not at first perceive its dramatic disadvantages. 
They felt the dramatic thrill of following these lovers 
and setting the world at nought. Nor is it very difficult 
to set the geographical world at nought, at least to the 
extent of making inland seas in Italy or liberating liv- 
ing lions in its woods. Yet sometimes the distortions 
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of the pliysical universe necessarily ventured by tlie 
romanticist entail violent wrenches of our common 
consciousness. The dukes of Shakespeare s Italy, 
for instance, apparently have magic power over die 
flight of time; for whilst a banished man is speaking 
but ten lines, the proclamation of his banishment is 
ratified, promulgated, and has become publicly known 
throughout tlie duchy, and sentinels have already been 
posted along the frontiers to prevent a surreptitious 
return of the exile to the land which he has not yet had 
time to pack his suit-case for leaving. It is aland, too, 
where optical illusions, or perhaps optical delusions, 
are the normal way of vision. A man seeking a page- 
boy interviews an applicant for the post; he is just 
enouf^h of a business man to know that some sort of 
reason must be advanced for taking on a secant who 
can show neither character nor reference from pre- 
vious employers, and so Proteus, engaging the dis- 
guised Julia, says that the engagement is specifically on 
the recommendation of the applicant s face; but h 
does not recognize, as he gazes into this face, Uiat it 
was the one he was smothering witli kisses a few week 
before when its owner, in her proper dress, was hi^ 
betrothed. Yet these are really only minor impcdi 
meets requiring but a little and a by no means reluc 
"m sispension^f our disbelief. They are altogether 

insignifiLt compared will, the fo, 

when romance displays us pecuhar 
setting the world of man at nought To satisfy us ow 
Thfeations it perforce demanded super-men; at all 
etn?s rh^roL it puts forward as its vo.ar., m the 
play are something cither tnorc or less j 

Lmantically speaking Valentine is 
not alone in the technical sense. In 
tlie liero is simply tlie protagonist, die central figu 
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who is the biggest butt of the comic satire. But here 
the protagonist is the upholder of tlie faith on which 
tlie play is built, the man with whom the audience is 
called upon to rejoice admiringly, and not tlie fellow 
at whom it is derisively to laugh. Me is to play the 
hero in every sense of the word. Yet in the event, the 
prevailing spirit of romance endows him with senti- 
ments and provides him with occupations which in- 
evitably frustrate the heroic intention. The story 
renders him a fool. Convention may sanctify his sud- 
den conversion from the mocker to the votary of love, 
and may even excuse or palliate his fractious braggard- 
ism W'hen he insults Proteus with ill-mannered com- 
parisons between Silvia and Julia. But his helplessness 
and liis impenetrable stupidity amount to more than the 
traditional blindness of a lover. Even the clown Speed 
can see through Silvia’s trick, wlien she makes Valen- 
tine write a letter to himself. But Valentine plays out 
the excellent motion as an exceeding puppet, unen- 
lightened by the faintest gleam of common insight. 
And despite his vaunt that he knows Proteus as well as 
he knows himself, he is blind to villainies so palpable 
that Launce, the other clown of the piece, iliough he 
be but a fool, has the wits to recognize them for what 
they plainly are. Tlie incidents are dramatically very 
significant, for both Launce and Speed come into the 
play for no reason whatever but to be unmistakable 
dolts. One begins to feel tliat it will be extremely diffi- 
cult to make a hero of a man who is proved to be duller 
of wit than the patent idiots of the piece. Even when 
Valentine might have shone by resource in action, he 
relapses into conventional laments, and throws him- 
self helplessly into the arms of Proteus for advice and 

consolation. Heroicopportunity stands begging round 
him when he encounters the brigands. But besides 
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demonstrating that he can tell a lie — witness his tale of 
cock and bull about having killed a man — the situation 
only ser\'es to discredit him still more: for the words 
of his lie, his crocodile tears for the fictitious man he 
claims to have slain, and his groundless boast that he 
slew him manfully in fight without false vantage or 
base treachery, are in fact nothing but an attempt to 
make moral capital by means of forgery and Perjury. 
They have not even the recommendation of the Major- 
General’s tears for the orphan boy. When at length 
Valentine is duly installed as captain of the brigands, 
his cliief occupation is to vary highway robbery with 
sentimental descants on the beauty of nature in her 
‘shadowy, desert, unfrequented woods’: 

Here can I sit alone, unseen of any — 

and we already know his favourite hobby on these 
saunterings — 

And to the nightingale’s complaining notes 

Tune my distresses and recording woes. 


He is own brother to Gilbert’s coster, who when he 
isn’t jumping on his mother, loves to he abasking in 

the sun, and to the cut-throat, who, when J 

in crimes, loves to hear the little ^rook ap^glmg^and 

listen to the merry village chimes. j 

utmost reach of ineptitude comes with what, aga u 
romantically speaking, is meant to be heroic chm 
of the play. When he has just learnt ^ 

villainy' Pro.cus code pe-- h- 

sentment nor passion. ® hp sums 

charwoman who has pilfered a penny s P’ 

up his rebuke--I am sorry I five 

more’. And worse follows immediately- Valentine 

lines of formal apology from the villain, Valentine 
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professes himself so completely satisfied that he en- 
thusiastically resigns his darling Silvia to the traitor. 
Even Valentine must have seen that the gesture was a 
little odd, because he quotes the legal sanction. It is 
the code, a primary article in th.e romantic faith — ‘that 
my love may appear plain and free’. But it makes a 
man a nincompoop. Nor does it help much that after 
his preposterous episode, Valentine is allowed to spit 
a little fire in an encounter with another rival, Thurio. 
He has already proved himself so true a son of romance 
tliat he can never again be mistaken for a creature of 
human nature. 

Proteus is less hampered by romantic obligation; 
because the plot requires him to have just sufficient of 
salutary villainy to make him throw over their com- 
mandments for his own ends. Yet the villain of 
romance suffers almost as much from the pressure of 
romanticism as does the hero. The noble fellow’s 
wliom he, as villain, is called upon to deceive arc such 
gullible mortals that little positive skill is necessary. 
Proteus can fool Thurio and Valentine and the Duke 
without exerting himself. But on the one occasion 
when he might have shown his wits, he only reveals 
his lack of th.em. Making love to Silvia, he meets her 
protest against his disloyalty to Julia by inventing the 
easy excuse that Julia is dead. Silvia replies that, even 
so, he should be ashamed to wrong Valentine. It is, of 
course, a tiglit corner: but the best Proteus can do is to 
say ‘I likewise hear that Valentine is dead’. He might 
at least have displayed a little more ingenuity in in- 
vention; he fails in precisely such a situation as would 
have permitted tlie clown of classical comedy to 
triumph. Moreover, the main plot requires Proteus 
to be guilty of incredible duplicity', and of tlie most 
facile rapidity in changing morals and mistresses. But 
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he need scarcely have made the change explicit in 
words so ineptly casual and banal as his remark; 
thinks my zeal to Valentine is cold.' The phrase is 
accidentally in keeping with the unintended compla- 
cence he displays when, wooing the lady who will have 
none of him, he begins by informing her that ‘he has 
made her happy’ by his coming. The trait becomes 
intolerably ludicrous when, all his sins forgiven him 
and Julia restored to his arms, all he can utter in con- 
fession is his own fatuous self-conceit: 

O heaven, were man 
But constant, lie were perfect. 

It is, of course, a fine sentiment; but the audience, 
having seen Valentine, simply will not believe it. 

Even the brigands of romance will scarcely stand 
the test of the stage. They enter with metaphorical 
daggers in mouths bristling with black mustachios 
and with desperate oaths. Callous and bloodthirsty 
ruffians, spoiling for a fight, their cliief regret is that 
fate is sending only one defenceless traveller to be nned 
instead of ten. But when the destined victim turns out 
to be rwo, courage perliaps abates a little; at all events, 
the travellers are warned to keep their distance, and 
throw over the booty or otherwise to assume a sitting 
posture, v/hilst the rifling is safely done by the despera- 
does themselves. Perhaps this, and not his customary 
ineptitude in speech, is what makes Valentine address 
the villains as ‘My friends’. But, of course, his assump- 
tion is, for tlie trade of brigandage, economically un- 
sound. And so, witli apologies for correcting him, 
Valentine is informed tliat he is not playing the game 
— ‘that’s not so, sir; we are your enemies . but tn 
outlaws are connoisseurs of masculine beauty, ana 
Valentine’s fine figure secures him an opportunity tor 
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a hearing: one cannot but note tliat this is tlie first 
time that any of his romantic attributes has made for 
his advantage, and that he misuses it scandalously for 
his lying brag. Hearing the fiction, however, the 
bandits fee! at once that here is a fellow spirit, given 
like diemselves to ‘so small a fault’ as homicide. 
Straightway they implore him to show them his 
diploma in tlie modern languages, promising him the 
kingship of the band if it is of good honours’ standard. 
Becoming convivial, they reveal their amiable disposi- 
tions in snatches of their life-history. One has amused 
himself with attempts at abduction. Another, when 
the whim takes him, ‘in his mood’, has the merry trick 
of stabbing gentlemen unto the heart; and his gaiety 
makes us forget that a mood in Shakespeare’s English 
was not quite the casual fancy it now is. Another 
acclaims these and other ‘such like petty crimes’ as 
congenial peccadilloes in his owm repertory. By this 
lime the brigands have become so hilarious with their 
reminiscences that they are no longer minded to 
scrutinize Valentine’s academic credentials. They will 
rake him for a linguist merely ‘on his own report’, and, 
mainly because he ‘is beautified with goodly shape’, 
they olTer him the leadership, pathetically promising to 
love liim as their commander and their king. Clearly 
such a thoroughly unbrigandlike procedure as this 
election lias almost put them out of their parts. They 
must be allowed to recover in a traditional tableau. 
Daggers are whipped out, threats become fierce, and 
Valentine, with steel points at his throat, is given the 
choice of being a king or a corpse. Perhaps his fear is 
responsible for the odd proviso that ‘silly women’ shall 
be exempt from the depradations of die gang over 
which he is to rule; but it is of course too much to 
expect of better men than Valentine to require them 
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to anticipate a variation in tlie meaning of a word. 
Neither before nor after Two Gentlemen of Verona 
has dramatic literature known a band of outlaws like 
to these — except once: there are the Pirates of Pen- 
zance: but then Gilbert meant his to be funny. 

One begins to suspect that everything which is 
hallowed by the tradition of romance is made thereby 
of no avail for the purposes of drama. But there are 
Julia and Launce to reckon with; and these are figures 
universally accounted the most substantial beings in 
the play. So indeed they are. But they owe it entirely 
to the fact that they are under no obligation whatever 
to the code of romance. The behaviour of Valentine is 
entirely conditioned by the doctrine of romantic love. 
But the code allowed to woman no duty but to excite 
by her beauty the devoted v/orship of her knight. If 
England instead of France liad performed the final 
codification of chivalry, its women might have had 
other and less lady-like propensities, such, for instance, 
as King Horn’s Rimenhild displayed. But when a 
French'^romance elaborates its portrait of womanhood 
it gives her patience rather than character: women with 
the forcefulness of a distinct personality might have 
turned the energies of tlieir knights away from con- 
secrated paths of knighthood, as Chretien s bmde 

turned her Erec: 


Mes tant Tama Ercc d’amors 
Que d’armes mes nc li chaloit, 
Ne a tomoiemant n’aloit 
N’avoit mes soing de tornoiicr. 


Wherefore Chretien’s romance tells of Erec’s regenera- 
tion through the discipline by which he reduces his 
Enide to absolute submission. At the end she has 
attained complete self-suppression 
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Ne je tant hardie ne siii 

Que je os regardcr vers lui — - 

and, to the modern eye, has become the perfect pattern 
of an exquisitely charming nonentity. 

When Shakespeare takes over a tradition whose 
v/omen are like these, so long as lie preserves the 
beauty of their faces, he can endow them wit!) what- 
ever character he may please. His Julia is a creation, 
not a convention. As she is a woman, acting on a 
woman’s instinct — ‘I have no other but a woman’s 
reason, I think liim so because I think him so’ — she is 
depicted in moods, whimsies, and vagaries which are 
in fact the stu^F of dramatic characterisation. Like the 
heroine of romance, she will cover lier first love-letter 
with kisses, and press the precious manuscript to her 
heart. But like tlte spirited independent young lady 
of the world, she will not expose herself to the chuckles 
of her maid by exhibiting the common symptoms of 
her affections. Hence the pretended contempt and the 
struggle to keep up appearances, even at considerable 
risk to the sacred document. But for what seriously 
concerns her love, Julia is too Icvel-Iieadcd to over- 
reach herself. As far as may be she w ill avoid the dis- 
approval ot opinion: but wliere there is no remedv, 
she will defy a scandalized world and undertake her 
pilgrimage of love. She know's the hazards of the road 
and the many weary steps it will involve. But she also 
knows her own capacities, and has duly taken note of 
all material things she will stand in need of. And 
although Proteus is a poor thing on whom to lavish so 
much love, Julia know'S that love is indeed a blinded 
god; and in her capable hands even a Proteus may be 
moulded to something worth the having. 

Launce is another who insists on remaining in the 
memory. He has no real right wdthin the play, except 
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that gentlemen must have servants and Elizabethan 
audiences must have clowns. But coming in thus by 
a back-door he earns an unexpected importance in the 
play. Seen side by side with Speed, his origin is clear. 
Whilst Speed belongs to the purely theatrical family of 
the Dromios, with their punning and logic-chopping 
asininities, Launce harks back to the native Costard. 
And as Costard shows his relationship to Bottom by 
his skill in village theatricals, so Launce reveals by his 
wooing his family connexion with Touchstone and 
Touchstone’s Audrey, who was a poor thing, but his 
own. All the kind o? the Launces are thus palpably a 
mighty stock. Their worth, compared with that of the 
Speeds and the Dromios, is admirably indicated by 
Launce’s consummate use of Speed’s curiosity and of 
his better schooling. Launce gets his letter deciphered; 
he gets also an opportunity to display his own superior 
breeding and to secure condign punishment for the 
ill-mannered Speed: ‘now will he be swinged for read- 
ing my letter; an unmannerly slave, that will thrust 
himself into secrets! I’ll after, to rejoice in the boys 
correction/ 

Launce is happiest with his dog. Clownage can go 
no farther than the pantomimic representation, with 
staff and shoe and dog, of the parting from his home- 
folks. Laughter is hilarious at Launce’s bitter gne 
that his ungrateful cur declined to shed a tear, i w 
Launce should expect it is, of course, the element ot 
preposterous incongruity which makes him a clown. 
But when he puts his complaint squarely, that his deg 
has no more pity in liim than a dog’, the tl^rust pierce 
more than it was meant to. Romance itselt has ex- 
pected no less largely of Valentine, Proteus, and of 
the rest. It has demanded that man shall be more than 
man, and has laid upon him requisitions passing the 
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ability of man to fulfil- At the bidding of romance 
Valentine and Proteus have become what tliey are in 
the play, and the one thing they are not is men like 
other men. A further incident in which Launce is con- 
cerned takes on a similarly unexpected significance. 
Me has made as great a sacrifice as did Valentine him- 
self: he has given up his own cur in place of the one 
whicli Proteus entrusted to liim to take to Silvia. But 
the effect hardly suggests that self-sacrifice is worldly- 
wise. And so once more it seems to bring into question 
the worldly worth of tlie code which sanctifies such 
deeds. Unintentionally, Launce has become the means 
by which the incompatibilities and the unrealities of 
romantic postulates are laid bare. And Launce is pal- 
pably the stuff of comedy : awakening our comic sense, 
he inevitably sharpens our appreciation of the par- 
ticular range of incongruities which are the province 
of corned)' — the incongruity between what a thing 
really is and what it is taken to be. 

Romance, and not comedy, has called the tune of 
The Two Gentlemen of Verona and governed the direc- 
tion of the action of the play. That is why its creatures 
bear so little resemblance to men of flesh and blood. 
Lacking this, they are scarcely dramatic figures at all; 
for every form of drama would appear to seek at least 
so much of human nature in its characters. But per- 
haps the characters of the Two Gentlemen are comic 
in a sense which at first had never entered the mind of 
their maker. Valentine bids for the sympathy, but not 
for the laughter, of the audience: tile ideals by which 
he lives are assumed to have the world’s approbation. 
But in execution they involve him in most ridiculous 
plight. He turns the world from its compassionate 
approval to a mood of sceptical questioning. The hero 
of romantic comedy appears no better tlian its clowns. 
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And so topsy-turvy is the world of romance that 
apparently the one obvious way to be reputed in it for 
a fool is to show at least a faint sign of discretion and 
of common sense. Thurio, for instance, was cast for 
the dotard of the play, and of course he is not without 
egregious folly. But what was meant in the end to 
anniliilate him with contempt turns out quite other- 
wise. Threatened by Valentine’s sword lie resigns all 
claim to Silvia, on the ground that he holds him but a 
fool that will endanger his body for a girl that loves 
him not. The audience is invited to call Thurio a fool 
for thus showing himself to be the one person in the 
play with a modicum of worldly wisdom, a respect for 
the limitations of human nature, and recognition of the 
conditions under which it may survive. Clearly, 
Shakespeare’s first attempt to make romantic comedy 
had only succeeded so far that it had unexpectedly and 
inadvertently made romance comic. The real problem 
was still to be faced. 



G. B, Harrison 

(b. 1894) 

SHAKESPEARE’S TOPICAL SIGNIFICANCES* 

§ 1. King John 

T here is such constant contention among Shake- 
spearian critics between those who ‘see tilings’ and 
those who do not tliat any one who ventures on an 
exposition of contemporary allusions in the plays takes 
great risks. Critics, too fastidious for the dusty 
labours of scholarship, will dismiss him as a pedant; 
scholars who regard caution as the greatest of virtues 
will call him ‘rash’, ‘speculative’, ‘unsound’, or even 
‘ingenious’. Yet Shakespeare was interested in his 
fellow creatures; I'.e can scarcely have avoided all com- 
ment upon the events of his time ; and, indeed, so soon 
as one sees the plays against the background of their 
own times it becomes clear at once that they were full 
of special meaning to their original audiences. When 
the story gave him a chance of creating a situation or 
a speech full of significance to his audience, Shake- 
speare seldom neglected it; but because his sense of 
dramatic fitness was so acute the speech remains apt 
long after the significance has been lost. Direct topical 
allusions are not very common in Shakespeare, but 
topical significances abound. 

At all times those plays are most popular which Iiave 
some special meaning for their first audiences. Such was 
Mr, Drinkwater’s Abraham Lincoln^ written and first 
produced in the summer and autumn of 19x8, The 
dialogue in Abraham Lincoln was entirely relevant to 
its theme; tliere were no obvious glances at Haig or 

• The Times Literary Supplement^ Nov, 13 and 20, 1930. 
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Foch, no gags about Blighty, nor phrases borrowed 
from the trenches; and yet no play written during the 
War was more topical in its signihcances: 

Isn’t it possible for you to stop this war? In the name 
of a suffering country, I ask that. . . . 

But it must be endured. The cause was a right one two 
years ago. It is unchanged. . . . 

But the best of us have an instinct to resist aggression 
if it w'on’t listen to persuasion. . . . 

This appeal to force is tlie misdeed of an imperfect 
world. . . . 

Goliath couldn’t be spared. He’s doing contracts for 
the government, you know. Goliadi couldn’t possibly 
go, • • • 

These gentle people are mistaken, but they are mis- 
taken cleanly, and in a great name. It is you that dis- 
honour the cause for which we stand — it is you iliat make 
it a mean and litde tiling. . . . 

Yes; but don’t ask me for reprisals. 

Such speeches as these had a peculiar incandescence 
twelve years ago which has now almost faded away; 
the immediate success of Abraham Lincoln was largely 
due to its special significance in 1918. 

Shakespeare also lived through a great war, and for 
those who will make the effort to hear he has recorded, 
perhaps unconsciously, its phases and its moods. At 
least seven of his plays (apart from the Henry VI 
scries) arc definitely ‘war ^Vays’— King John, die two 
parts of Henry IV, Henry V, Troilus and Cressida, 
Coriolanus, All ’s Well’, there is war in the background 
Gi Richard II, Much Ado, Hamlet, Macbeth, Antony 
and Cleopatra. Of these the most obviously significant 
is the worst— John, which I take to have been 
written between June and September, 159 ^* . 

In the autumn of 1 595 and until die late summer ot 
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1596 a feeling of deep anxiety was very generally 
prevalent amongst Englishmen. By August, 1595, it 
had been realized that a new and greater Spanisli Arma- 
da was preparing. Drake and Hawkins sailed on their 
last voyage at the end of tlie month; but their depar- 
ture at such a time W’as felt to be a dangerous mistake 
in policy. Moreover many, and especially scholarly 
persons, were genuinely alarmed because on Septem- 
ber 6, 1595, the Queen entered upon her ninth or 
grand climacteric — that is, her sixty-iliird year, when 
the mystic numbers nine and seven were united. Her 
eighth climacteric — the year ’88 — had been a time of 
tlireatened disaster, and the prophets had been busy 
tliat year; but tlie ninth was astrologically far more 
alarming. 

This uneasiness is expressed in a book which W'as 
put forth about this time at Cambridge by William 
Coyell, Fellow of Queens’ College. It was called 
P ohmanteia; or the means y lawful and unlawful y to judge 
of the fall of a Commonwealth, against the frivolous 
and foolish conjectures of this age. It discusses oracles, 
divinations, and such subjects, endeavouring to limit 
the range and reliability of supernatural methods of 
foreknowledge. Among other opinions which Covell 
confutes is a dangerous tenet of Bodin, ‘who saith, 
tliat if we mark the great and notable changes of states 
and kingdoms, we shall find the most part to have been 
m September, in which month God gave the beginning 
to all the world’, (Sig. fz.) In the book the essay on 
divination is followed by exhortations in the person of 
tnglmd to her three daughters, Cambridge, Oxford 
and die Inns of Court, and to all her inhabitants, be- 
seeching diem to remain loyal at this anxious time 
In one place (Sig. vzv) England laments that she is tom 
m pieces by her own inhabitants; Covell comments in 
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tlie margin, ‘England cannot perish but by English- 
men’. 

Nor were relations between England and France at 
all happy as Henry IV became more dissatisfied with 
the lack of direct help which the Queen would afford 
him. In October M. de Lomenie was sent over to lay 
his needs before the Queen and the Council; and he 
presented the King’s letters with such stout speeches 
that the Queen, who disliked plain speaking, was 
alarmed and angry. 

Early in November the perpetual bogy of the suc- 
cession suddenly reappeared. A copy of Doleman s 
book, A Conference about the next Succession to the 
Crown of England^ with its dedication to the Earl of 
Essex, came into the Queen’s hands. She demanded 
an explanation and for a short while Essex was under 
a cloud. A few days later emergency measures ^ere 
put in hand to deal with a threat of invasion; and from 
London and Southampton and fifteen home and south 
coast counties a force of over sixty thousand men was 


prepared. _ 

By the end of the year the situation in France was 

worse. M. de Lomenie brought back no satisfactory 
answer from London, and the general opinion was 
that the alliance was rapidly dissolving. Early in 
lanuary Sir Henry Unton w'as sent over to me hrenen 
King to mend matters, if possible; but at his first public 
audience he was received coldly and scornful^ and 
told that, as nothing would prevail with the Q^eem 
the King must provide for his own safety as best he 
could. The general alarm at home increased, m 
January one C. G., another Cambridge man, pub- 
lished a book called A If'atchwordjor War to confute 
various fearful alarms that were being circulated 
that the ene.my was great; that maybe he will have tne 
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aid of the Indians, or the Pope; and perhaps of some 
that had greater cause to gratify us than be against us. 
C. G. had no fear of the papists, for, said he, when 
they should see the Spaniard they would Join against 
them. Nor need they fear civil troubles so long as 
the common saying remained true — ‘If we be true 
widiin ourselves, we need not care or fear the enemy’. 
To the like eflect Thomas Nun, in A Comfort against 
the Spaniard^ wrote: 

Is it true that the Spaniards will come this spring ? And 
is it not true that w’e arc ready to receive them ? Hath this 
land at any time had either better provision or more 
soldiers ? braver captains to lead them, or sounder divines 
to encourage ihcm.^ 

By the end of January, 1596, it was believed that 
Henry W’as about to desert liis allies and make a separ- 
ate peace with the enemy; the gossip in his camp was 
that die Cardinal Archduke of Austria, who was 
then at Namur, had received instructions from the 
King of Spain to negotiate. In March Unton died 
having accomplished nothing. Meanwhile at home a 
great fleet (as great as in ’88) was being mobilized and 
fitted out. 

At the beginning of April news came that die Car- 
dinal had suddenly invested Calais, which could only 
hold out for a few days. On the 5ih Mr. John Norden 
the topographer, entered A Christian fami/iar comfort 
and encouragement unto all English subjects, urging liis 
readers not to be alarmed at the Spanish threats. He 
warned especially the inferior magistrates to beware 
of sudden and indiscreet hurly burlies, for it was a 
policy of the enemy to draw on tumults by sudden 
reports, dangerous bruits, and open hoobubs. The 
Queen hesitated to send relief to Calais; but after some 
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ignoble bargaining orders were given on the afternoon 
of Good Friday (April 9) that 6,000 men should march 
at once for Dover, where Essex and the Lord Admiral 
were waiting to lead over a relief force; and such ex- 
pedition was used by the Lord Mayor tliat most of 
them were ready by 8 o’clock at night. 

A few days earlier the Bishop of St. Davids, preach- 
ing before the Queen and Court, most unhappily chose 
as liis text, ‘O teach us to number our days that we 
may incline our hearts unto wisdom’, whereto he 
attached a sermon on mystical numbers, and the grand 
climacteric, devising some suitable prayers for the 
Queen, as one who had now reached that age when 
‘the senses begin to fail, the strength to diminish, 
yea all the powers of the body daily to decay’. The 
prayer included tliese words: 


O Lord, I am now entered a good way into the chmac- 
terical year of mine age, which mine enemies wish and 
hope to be fatal unto me. But Thou, Lord, which by 1 Uy 
prophet Jeremy command the House of Israel not to learn 
the way of the heathen, nor be afraid of the signs ot 
heaven, and who by Thy Almighty hand and outstretched 
arm, madcst the year of greatest expectation, even 
marvellous by the overthrow of Thine and mine enemies, 
now for Thy Gospel’s sake, which hath long had sanc- 
tuary in this land, make likewise ’96 as prosperous unto 
me and my loyal subjects. 


The Queen was not grateful and told him bluntly that 
he should have kept his arithmetic to him^selt. 

On loth April it was reported that Calais cou 
hold out no longer, and the levies were 
dismissed. But at to o'clock on Easter Sunday the 
were again demanded. The people at dlis 
were making their Easter Comniumon ; ^ 

were therefore sent round to the parish churches to 
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close the doors till the necessary men liad again been 
pressed. The levies were marched oiT to Dover. 
Two days later the sound of the cannon could be 
heard all day in London: on the i6th, when the men 
had been embarked and were ready to sail, news 
came that Calais had fallen. Some very ugly stories of 
French treachery were soon in circulation. Stow says 
tiiat 400 old soldiers, sent by the States, succeeded 
in breaking through the Spaniards and reaching the 
citadel. But the garrison refused to admit them and 
they were all slain, the French declaring that they 
would rather have the Spaniards in Calais than the 
English or their other friends, for ‘if the Spaniards 
win it, yet there is good hope by mediation of the 
Church to regain it; but if the English repossess it 
they will never restore it’. 

Sucli alarms naturally gave rise to a number of 
rumours and panics. In Sussex dark things were re- 
ported of the recusants. At the time of the Calais 
anxiety they raised a rumour that the Spaniards liad 
landed in tliree places in Sussex and were burning 
Pevensey, wliich caused ‘woeful outcries of the people’ 
and not a little hindered the dispatch of troops from 
B.ye. On April 29, one Smith, one of the men pressed 
for the Calais service, was sentenced in the Star 
Chamber for spreading a rumour tliat when the Lord 
Admiral’s ship was searched by the Earl of Essex the 
powder barrels were found to contain ashes and sand. 
About tliis time, too, the sur\'ivors of Drake’s fleet were 
coming into Plymouth with die full story of their 
failure and of tlie deaths of Drake and Hawkins. In 

Smythe, a very doughty old soldier, 
addressed traitorous and dangerous words to die train 
^nds at Colchester and was hurriedly thrust in the 
Tower. Sir John’s misdemeanours were caused rather 
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by personal dislike of Lord Burleigh and overdraughts 
of white wine and sack on a midsummer morning; but 
they added to the general anxiety. At last, after one 
false start, tlie great fleet sailed on June 3. It was, I 
believe, about a montli later that Shakespeare’s King 
John was first produced.’ 

If these events are taken as tlie contemporary back- 
ground of the play, certain passages will assume a new 
significance; such as Austria’s remark 


I will no more return 
Till Angiers, and the right thou Itast in France 
Together with that pale, that white-fac’d shore, 
Whose foot spurns back die ocean’s roaring tides 
And coops from other lands her islanders, 

Even till that England, hedg’d in with the main. 

That water-wallcd bulwark, still secure 
And confident from foreign purposes. 

Even till that utmost comer of the west 
Salute thcc for her king. (“• 

There is a passing reference to the swarms of young 
gallants wlio had just sailed for Cadiz in 

And all the unsettled humours of the land. 

Rash, inconsiderate, fiery voluntaries. 

With ladies’ faces and fierce dragons spleens, 

Have sold their fortunes at dieir native 
Bearing their birdirights proudly on their backs, 

To make a hazard of new fortunes here. 

In brief a braver choice of dauntless spirits ^ 

Tlian now the English bottoms have waft oer 
Did never float upon the sweUing tide, 

To do offence and scathe m Chnstcndoni.^ _ ^ 

Sit" 

should be dated some weeks later. 
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Nor was tlie Bastard’s speech on ‘Commodity’ with- 
out its special meaning: 

This same bias, this Commodity, 

This bawd, this broker, this all-changing word, 
Clapp’d on the outward eye of fickle France, 

Hatli drawn him from his own determin’d aid, 

From a resolv’d and honourable war, 

To a most base and vile-concludcd peace . . . 

Since kings break faith upon Commodity, 

Gain, be my lord, for I will worship thee! 

(n. i. 580-6, 597—8.) 

In the play another Cardinal would separate France 
from England; and John defies him as a true-blue 
Protestant should: 

What earthly name to interrogatories 
Can task the free breath of a sacred king? 

Thou canst not, cardinal, devise a name 
So slight, unworthy and ridiculous, 

To charge me to an answer, as the pope. 

Tell him this tale; and from the mouth of England 
Add thus mucli more: that no Italian priest 
Shall tithe or toll in our dominions; 

But as we under heaven are supreme head, 

So under him that great supremacy, 

Where we do reign, we will alone uphold, 

Witiiout the assistance of a mortal hand: 

So tell the pope; all reverence set apart 

To him, and liis usurp’d authority. (111. i. 147-60.) 

The whole passage which follows is bur a slight trans- 
position of the sictiation of Henry IV of France. 

‘Hoobubs’ and ‘hurly-burlies’ trouble Jolm’s Lon- 
don, and Shakespeare sketches them from his own 
immediate observations: 

Old men and beldams in the streets 
Do prophesy upon it dangerously: 

Young Arthur’s death is common in their mouths; 
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And when they talk of him, they shake their heads 
And whisper one another in the ear; 

And he tliat speaks doth gripe the hearer’s wrist 
Whilst he that hears makes fearful action. 

With wrinkled brows, with nods, with rolling eyes. 

I saw a smith stand with his hammer, thus. 

The whilst his iron did on the anvil cool, 

Witli open mouth swallowing a tailor’s news; 

Who, with his shears and measure in his hand. 
Standing on slippers — which his nimble haste 
Had falsely thrust upon contrary feet — 

Told of a many thousand warlike French, 

That were embattailed and rank’d in Kent. 

Another lean unwash’d artificer 

Cuts off liis tale and talks of Arthur’s death. 

(iv. ii. 185-102.) 


Uneasily stirring in every one’s mind was the ter- 
rible dread of what might, what surely would, happen 
when anarchy should be let loose at the Queen’s death. 
The author of the ‘Conference about the next Succes- 
sion’ declared that the issue would not be decided 
without a war; and the Bastard’s words over dead 
Arthur were grim, but unfulfilled, prophecy. 


How easy dost tliou take all England up! 

From forth this morsel of dead royalty, 

The life, tlie right and truth of all this realm 
Is fled to heaven; and England now is left 
To tu" and scamble and to part by the teeth 
The unow’d interest of proud sweUing state. 
Now for the bare-pick’d bone of majesty 
Doth dogged war bristle his angry erest, 

And snarleth in the gende eyes of peace: 

Now powers from home and discontents at home 
Meet in one line; and vast confusion waits— 

As doth a raven on a sick-fallen beast 
The imminent decay of wrested po^P- ... 


Shakespeare’s topical significances i8x 

And in the last words of the play Shakespeare gathers 
all these feelings together in his most significant patri- 
otic outburst: 

This England never did, nor never shall. 

Lie at the proud foot of a conqueror. 

But when it first did help to wound itself. 

Now tliese her princes are come home again, 

Come the three comers of the world in arms. 

And we shall shock them. Nought shall make us rue, 
If England to itself do rest but true. 

(v. viii. Hi to end.). 

No one would claim King John as one of Shake- 
speare’s successes, but these passages show that the 
play had at least some very personal meanings for the 
audiences of 1596. 

§ 2. The Earl of Essex 

The anxious situation of the early summer of 1596 
clianged quite suddenly. In the middle of July the first 
news of the great victory at Cadiz reached London. 
On August 8 a service of thanksgiving was held in 
London. By the end of the month a new alliance had 
been arranged with the French king whereby both 
sides promised not to make peace separately, and on 
August 29 tlie Queen solemnly swore to observe it. 
A week later the Queen passed out of her grand climac- 
teric, and once more the prophets of disaster were 
obliged to ‘mock their own presage’. 

But the Cadiz voyage brought its troubles. The 
Queen was dissatisfied witli the profits of the expedi- 
tion, and in September there was a regrettable scene in 
Court. Essex had claimed the ransoms of his prisoners 
for himself when the Queen demanded them. The 
Queen appealed to old Lord Burleigh; but when he 
suggested tliat Essex should be heard she lost her 
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temper with the old man, called him a miscreant and a 
coward, and accused him of regarding the Earl for fear 
or favour more than herself. Essex was equally angry, 
for he had suspected that Burleigh was crossing him. 
For the last eight years Essex had been becoming 
steadily more conspicuous. As a young man of twenty- 
five he had shown himself a gallant and romantic 
warrior, and if he was rash and irresponsible as a 
general, doubtless in time he would mature; but as he 
grew older the less attractive side of his character had 
revealed itself, and acute observers could already see 
that he was heading for disaster. 

Essex remained at Court for the next six months. 
He was growing continually more difiicult. In March 
he quarrelled openly witJi Sir Robert Cecil, but by 
Ralegh’s mediation they were reconciled for the time. 
In June he was put in sole command of the Fleet which 
was being prepared for a fresh attack on Spain, with 
Lord Thomas How’ard and Sir Walter Ralegh under 
liim. In July they sailed, but Essex’s luck w’as now oun 
Tlie Fleet was twice turned back by tempests; and it 
was not until the middle of August that the expedition 
got away, by which time many of the young gallants 
iiad slipped off home. 

On August 27 Shakespeare’s Tragedy of King 
Richard II was entered for publication; it was pub- 
lished during the year and two further editions came 

out in 1598. Clearly had a significance for 

the original audiences which has now faded. The De- 
position scene was omitted from these quartos, pre- 
sumably because it was thought to have a bearing on 
the times; three and a half years later the Essex con- 
spirators paid the players to produce it as a piece ot 
revolutionary propaganda; in August, 1601, Queen 
Elizabeth rounded on Lambarde, Keeper of the I e- 
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cords of the Tower, who was showing off liis treasures, 
with T am Richard the Second, know ye not that?’* 
riieconnexion between Riciiard II and Queen Eli/.a- 
beili is not at all obvious to modern readers; but there 
is in the play a short passage, describing Bolingbroke’s 
‘popular courses’ as lie went off to banishment, whiclj 
could scarcely Itave been overlooked by contemporaries: 

Ourself and Bushy, Bagot here and Green 
Observ’d his courtship to the common people, 

How he did seem to dive into their hearts 
With humble and familiar courtesy, 

What reverence he did throw away on slaves. 
Wooing poor craftsmen with the craft of smiles 
And patient underbearing of his fortune, 

As ’n\’ere to banish their affects with him. 

This speecli seems to be written in a freer metre than 
most of the rest of the play, as if it had been added 
later. Yet it is difficult to see how Essex’s followers 
could have derived much inspiration from tlie play. 
The familiar cycle of the Henry VI plays showed what 
disasters followed upon the deposition of Richard, and 
twice in the play the fearful results of disloyalty were 
prophesied. 

Essex was still away witli the Fleet when the Queen 
decided to honour tlie Lord Admiral, Lord Charles 
Howard, who was created Earl of Nottingham on 
October 23 as a reward for his great services in ’88 
and recently at Cadiz. He thus took precedence over 
Essex. The Fleet came back from the ‘Islands Voyage’ 
in November. The expedition had not been a success; 
and the testimony of tliose present showed that several 
fine chances had been thrown away by the vanity and 

’ The various references to Richard 11 arc collected in an 
article by Miss E. M. Albright in P.M.L.A. xlii. 3 , entitled 
'Sliakespeare’s Richard II and the Essex Conspiracy’. 
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incompetence of Essex, who at one time had almost 
court-martialled and executed Ralegh for robbing him 
of the glory of taking Fayal. When he returned to 
Court his actions were very freely criticized. Essex 
regarded the promotion of the Lord Admiral (who 
incidentally was tliirty years older than himself) as a 
direct affront, and, as usual, he took to his bed. It was 
now regrettably obvious that the romantic pursuit of 
lionour which was so charming in a young man of 
twenty-five was degenerating into a petulant vanity 
and a jealousy of other men’s honours. Essex vainly 
tried to have tlie new Earl’s patent altered, wished to 
challenge both him and his sons to a duel, and absented 
himself from Court and Parliament. His conduct was 
causing so much comment tliat men came almost to be 
divided into parties pro- or anti-Essex. Shortly after- 
wards — in December — he was wooed back to good 
humours by the Queen, who made him Earl Marshal, 
thereby restoring him to precedence over the Admiral. 

On February 26, 1598, Shakespeare’s Henry IV, 
Part I, was entered for publication; presumably it had 
been produced some w’eeks at least earlier, when the 
fat knight had first appeared as Oldcastle. The play is 
full of allusions and significances, as indeed are both 
tlie second part and Henry V. Tlte parodies of Alleyn 
and the rival company at the Rose in the person ol 
their faithful admirer Ancient Pistol and in the playlet 
of The Prince Rebuked (with FulstalT as tragic King m 
tlie Tamburlaine strain) have been noted elsewhere. 
Of wider significance are such phrases as: 

O, sir, your presence is too bold and percmptoiy, 
And majesty might never yet endure 
The moody frontier of a servant brow. 

You have good leave to leave us; when we need 
Your use and counsel we shall send for you. 
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The dispute between Henry IV and Hotspur over 
the prisoners may not have reminded the audience of 
the similar dispute between Essex and Queen Eliza- 
bedi a year before, but I fancy that the ‘certain lord, 
neat and trimly dress’d’, was once recognizable. Hot- 
spur’s conception of honour, especially in the last 
phrase, was very similar to that of Essex: 

By heaven methinks it were an easy leap 
To pluck bright honour from the pale-fac’d moon. 
Or dive into tlte bottom of the deep. 

Where fathom-line could never touch the ground. 
And pluck up drowned honour by the locks; 

So he that doth redeem her thence might wear 
Without corrival all her dignities. 

De Maisse, who was in London in November, 1 597, 
noted of Essex, ‘II est tout son conseil luy mesmes. . . . 
11 est desireux de gloire’ — a remarkable thing in an 
Englishman! Nor would Shakespeare leave us uncon- 
scious of Hotspur’s faults: 

In faith, my lord, you are too wilful-blame; 

And since your coming hither have done enough 
To put him quite beside his patience. 

You must needs leam, lord, to amend this fault: 

Though sometimes it show greatness, courage, blood — 
And that’s the dearest grace it renders you — 

Yet oftentimes it doth present harsh rage, 

Defect of manners, want of government. 

Pride, haughtiness, opinion, and disdain: 

The least of which haunting a nobleman 
Loseth men’s hearts and leaves behind a stain 
Upon the beauty of all parts besides, 

Beguiling them of commendation. 

A year before, Bacon had said very much the same to 
Essex. 

Moreover, Shakespeare is a little cynical about this 
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romantic humour; he parodies it in Falstaff's brief 
cateciiisin on Honour; at the battle of Shrewsbury he 
degrades it in: ‘Sir Walter Blunt: there’s honour for 
you! Ijcre’s no vanity’. . . ‘I like not such grinning 
iionour as Sir Walter hath: give me life; which if I can 
save, so; if not, honour comes unlocked for, and 
there’s an end.’ The pathos of Percy’s end is deliber- 
ately turned into ridicule when the sham-dead FalstafT 
rises and stabs the hero, and afterwards tumbles the 
body down and claims his blood money. Shake- 
speare’s sympathy seems to be definitely turning away 
from glory, and in the survival of Falstaff is shown 
liis version of ‘The death of a Hero’. 


However, a caveat is here needed against the assump- 
tion that 'Hotspur is Essex’ or that Shakespeare meant 
liim so to be taken. Shakespeare finds opportunities 
in the character of Hotspur for significant speeches and 
takes them, but he is writing a play and not an allegory 

of the times. .j. 

The diiference in tone between / and 2 Henry 
and King John is worth noting, because it reflects die 
general mood as the war continued. In '95 and 90, 
when Englishmen thought themselves to be figntmg 
backs to the wall, noble and heroic speeches came 
natural, for the English people were for the moment 
keen. Indeed for these few months it is noticeable that 
the Privy Council actually dispatched a number ot 
letters of commendation for public duties 
performed. But the mood was not lasting. Mih aO 
scandals, at home over recruiting and ' 

the field in France, and especially in 
poor setting for glistening heroic personages. 
pricks me on; yea, but how if honour ^ 

when I come on Whether Shakespeare -nvented th^ 
little jest, or whether it is one of the phrases produced 
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in a war — like 'If you knows of a better ’o!c, go to it’- — 
it appears in a letter of Toby Matthew written on 
September 20, 1598; 

In Ireland tlie Lord Ormond is Iiurt and since the great 
overthrow four hundred more throats cut- Sir Francis 
Vere is coming towards the Low Countries, and Sir Alex- 
ander RatcHffc and Sir Robert Drury with him. Honour 
pricks them on, and the world thinks that honour will 
quickly prick them olT again. 

This cynical mood is prevalent in the second part of 
the play, which I guess to have been written in Lent, 
1 598 (for no better reason than that there arc two jokes 
about Lent diet). FalstalT’s choice of his recruits is a 
piece of simple unheroic realism — cases in real life can 
be exactly paralleled; tliere is no longer any glamour 
about this war. Moreover, Shakespeare is now begin- 
ning to drop the exaltation of ‘this other Eden, demi- 
paradisc’, and to sink to ‘it was always a trick of our 
English nation, if they have a good thing, to make it 
too common’. 

Meanwliile the Essex faction was increasing its noise. 
His followers were not the kind to inspire confidence 
in more intelligent observers, and they were now 
making no secret of their intention that one day the 
army would set Essex on the throne. In mere self- 
preservation, apart from any more patriotic motive, it 
was vital for the Cecils and the anti-Essex party to 
undermine his followers by policy. From picturesque 
biographies the feeling is created that all proper- 
minded persons were on the side of Essex and against 
the scheming Cecil: but Shakespeare, if the passages 
in the plays written at this time have any significance, 
was definitely against the party of heroics. He stresses 
more tlian once the responsibilities of kingship, as in 
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Henry IV’s bitter cry for sleep, with its concluding 
sentence: 

Then, happy low, lie down! 
Uneasy lies the head diat wears a crown. 

The thought is repeated by the Prince in: 

Why doth the crown lie there upon his pillow, 
Being so troublesome a bedfellow.^ 

O polish’d perturbation! golden care! 

That keep’st the ports of slumber open wide 
To many a watchful night! Sleep with it now! 

Yet not so sound, and half so deeply sweet 
As he whose brow with homely biggin bound 
Snores out die watch of night. O majesty! 

When thou dost pinch thy bearer, tliou dost sit 
Like a rich armour worn in heat of day. 

That scalds with safety. 


Henry if the Chorus to Act v was part of die 
original play, was written in the spring of 1599; 
mood has clianged once more back to the patriotism ot 
‘Rule Britannia’; it was the mood of that spring when 
the departure of Essex for Ireland was made a great 
patriotic occasion by the citizens of Londom Again 
Shakespeare show's his sympathy with the Queen m 
the finest of his speeches on kingship: 


Upon the king! let us our lives, our souls. 

Our debts, our careful wives, 

Our children, and our sins lay on die king. 

We must bear all. O hard condition. 

Twin-bom widi greatness, subject to die brcatti 
Of every fool, whose sense no more can feel 
But his own wringing. What infinite heart s ease 
Must kings neglect that private men enjoy. 

Nowhere is there a keener appreciation 

ties, the responsibility and the loneliness 

The man who wrote diis passage in 1598 or 1599 ^ 
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scarcely in sympatliy ■witli the Essex faction, nor is 
there much more than formal compliment in the 
reference to Essex in the Cliorus to Act v. 

On April i, 1598, George Chapman’s translation of 
Seven Books of the Iliades of Horner^ Prince of Poeis, 
had been entered for publication; and presumably it 
came out in the early summer. Tiiis was the first of 
Chapman’s Homeric translations to appear, and was 
subsequently rewritten. Tlie story covered by these 
books concerns the origin of ilie wrath of Achilles 
and the attempts to win him back to his rigluful place 
in the Greek host. It has been shown (in the edition in 
the Arden Shakespeare, for instance) that this transla- 
tion was the original source of the political passages in 
Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, a play whicli seems 
to consist of two strata at least, tlie earlier containing 
the original medieval Troilus story, the later concerned 
with the sulking of Achilles. Moreover, the play was 
written for private performance; it was ‘never staled 
with the stage, never clapper clawed with the palms of 
the vulgar’. If (as I suspect) it was written soon after 
Chapman’s translation appeared it was the most daring 
piece of topical significance tliat Shakespeare ever 
wrote. 

On June 30 or July i Essex committed his act of 
‘great contempt’, which only Camden has recorded in 
detail, when he turned his back on the Queen, received 
a box on the ear, threatened her W'iih his sword, and 
stalked away from the palace. It was not until the 
middle of September that the Queen and die Earl were 
reconciled. In the middle of August came news of tlie 
great disaster at Blackwater, near Armagh, where some 
Englisli soldiers and fifteen captains had been 
killed by Tyrone. Essex was summoned to take his 

place in the Council to advise on Irish affairs, and did 
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indeed attend once, on the 22nd; but he refused to 
take any further part and continued to nurse his 
wrongs in retirement. In the meantime various tactful 
friends were urging Iiim to withdraw from his impos- 
sible position. The wliole affair caused an immense 
sensation, which is but feebly echoed in a few letters 
that have survived. 

A very similar situation is discussed in Troilus and 
Cressida, Act I, Sc. iii. Few contemporaries of Shake- 
speare in 1598 could have licard Ulysses’s great speech 
on Degree without thinking of certain modern in- 
stances, especially when it continued; 

The great Achilles, whom opinion crowns 
The sinew and the forehand of our host, 

Having his ear full of his airy fame, 

Grows dainty of his worth, and in his tent 
Lies mocking our designs. 


Achilles, like Essex, suffered from politic sicknesses: 
‘We saw him', says Ulysses, ‘at tlie opening of his tent: 

^^""■Yes.^answers Ajax, ‘lion-sick, sick of proud henrt: you 
mav call it melancholy if you will favour the man , but, y 
my^liead, 'tis pride: but why, why.> let him show us 

cause/ 

And Ulysses in his speech to Achilles is but repeating 
wliat all his friends kept on saying to Essex. 

Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back. 

Wherein he puts alms for oblivion, 

A frreat-siz’d monster of ingratitudes: 

TlioTe scraps are good deeds past; which arc devour d 
As fast as they are made forgot as soon 
As done: perseverance, dear my lord, 

Keeps honour bright: to have done, is to han„ 

Quite out of fashion, like a rusty mail 
In monumental mockery. Take the instant way . ■ - 
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These parallels between Acliilles and Essex may at 
first sound a little fantastical; but then Shakespeare 
read the story of Achilles in Chapman’s translation of 
Seyen Books of the lliades^ wherein he found this dedi- 
cation; ‘To the most honoured now living instance of 
the Achilleian virtues eternized by divine Homer, the 
Earl of Essex, Earl Marshal, &c.’ Reading further in 
tlie epistle dedicatory, he lighted upon this apostroplie 
to Essex; 


Klost true Achilles (whom by sacred propliecy, Homer 
did but prefigure in his admirable object) and in whose 
unmatched virtues shine the dignities of the soul and the 
^ hole excellence of royal humanity, let not tlie peasant- 
common polities of the world, that count all things servile 
and simple, that pamper not their own sensualities, bury- 
ing quick in their filthy sepulchres of the earth the wliolc 
bodies and souls of men, stir your divine temper from 
perseverance in godlike pursuit of Eternity, 


And, as Achilles had Homer to eternize him, so ‘help 
then renowned Achilles to prefer and defend your 
grave and blameless Proplict of Phoebus from the 
doting and vicious fury of the two Atrides — Arro- 
gancy and Detraction’. Unfortunately for the price of 
glory, botli war-men had another quality in common; 
they sulked. The reasonable inference is that Troilus 
and Cressidcy in its present form, was performed 
privately before an anti-Essex audience, either in the 
summer of 1598, or else about two years later when 
Essex and Iiis followeis were brewing treason.* 


* Since this essay was first written, these and other parallels 

in the author's ShaX.-e^car< at 
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SHAKESPEARE AS MAN OF THE THEATRE' 

I T is a modern fashion, and the dictates of fashion 
must be obeyed, to speak of the art of the theatre 
and of men of tlie theatre. A new attitude has made us 
pay homage to Mr. Granville-Barker and Mr. Gordon 
Craig in England, to Professor Max Reinhardt in Ger- 
many, to Jacques Copcau, Firmin Gemier, and Pitoeft 
in France, to Stanislavsky, Tairov, and Meicrhold in 
Russia. All these men have a sense of the theatre, all 
have been actors, all are producers. It is the object ol 
this paper to examine Shakespeare’s sense of the stage 
and of the theatre, his understanding of the nature and 
evolution of theatre-craft, to expose the problems lie 
faced and solved, to see how far the modern concep- 
tion of a ‘producer’ may be found valid in helping to 
understand Shakespeare as ‘a man of the theatre . 

We are helped in our inquiry if weean prove the exis- 
tence of an art of die theatre and an international interest 
^theatre-craft in and before Shakespeare’s lifetime. 

The best of all citations is from Kyd’s 5 /.aniJ^ Tragedy. 
Hieronymo says: 

The Italian Tragedians were so slwrpe ol wit, 

Tliat in one hourcs meditation 

They would perform anything in action. 

Lorenzo replies: 

And well it may, for I have scene th^ hkc 
I In Paris, amongst the French Tragedians. 

There was an art, purely of the dieatre, not con- 

• SAai-.srear, and the Theatre, by Members of the Shake- 
speare AssociiHion (i9i7)* 
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cerned with any formal stage, made up largely of that 
‘eloquence of the body’ admitted even by its enemies. 
Italy, with its Commedia dell' Arte^ its comedy ol types 
and vivid gesture and improvization, tauglit France 
where the stifi' reconstructed theatre of the Renaissance 
impinged on the elaborate staging of the Mystery and 
Passion plays. In France in 1571, Lord Buckhurst, 
part autlior of Gorboduc^ saw ‘a comedle of Italians that 
for tlie good mirth and handling thereof deserved 
singular comendacion’. This same troupe of the 
Gelosi laid the foundations of French theatrical art, 
and a little later even Molierc was not ashamed to learn 
his art from Scaramouche. 


In England the ‘producer’ has never been a promi- 
nent figure. The very name does not go back more than 
thirty years, the years in which his function, over and 
above that of stage-manager, has become naturalized. 
As sole director of the conscious artistic unity of a 
performance he is, as a result of the theatrical degrada- 
tion of tlie late seventeenth, the eighteenth, ancT early 
nineteenth centuries, often regarded as a modern in- 
vention. Yet we have actually a portrait of a conti- 
nental producer in a miniature painted by Jean Fouquet 
in 1461. He wears a long clerical robe and cape, a 
tiara-like hat on his head, holds a prompt-book in his 
left hand, and with a baton in his right directs a 
beautifully organized medley of late medieval religious 
performers. We have the greater faith in tlie accuracy 
ot this representation since Fouquet is known to have 
assisted in preparing a theatrical welcome for the entry 
oi Louis XI into Tours in 1461. A little later we hear 
of Jean Bouchet, whose success as producer of a Pas- 
Sion play at Po.oers in 1508 caused liis services to be 
demanded all over F ranee and Belgium. When even 
vast sums did not tempt him to go in person, he sent 
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his prompt-books and advice, chiefly about costume, 
and sweetness and softness of voice, and clarity of 
articulation. In England, until later, costume that ‘was 
good enough for an English bishop was good enough 
for Ananias and Caiaphas’; but in France it w'as de- 
creed that ‘Pharisees must not be dressed like Pilate*. 
In France competent producers were haled in from 
distant cities, in England the producer was often the 
Mayor and Corporation. Later, in IS 47 » have tne 
famous contract for the Passion Play at Valenciennes, 
the document that gives us the classical picture of the 
multiple staging system. Therein we hear of stage 
discipline, of die supreme authority of die producer, 
to whom no complaints are to be made, particularly at 
rehearsals, and of a ban against the haunting of taverns 

during the days of performance. 

Our knowledge of medieval staging has, until 
recently, been built up by laborious reconstruction ol 
tiny facts and vast conjectures. To Professor Gustave 
Cohen of the Sorbonne, we owe the discovery of the 
most valuable document in the history of die early 
European theatre. It was published in 1925, and is no 
less than the producer’s complete prompt-book lor 
the great Passion Play at Mons in 1501. Wc have, m 
its modem form, nearly a thousand columns of close 
print describing the actual presentation of a 
c^vcle at the summit of its magnificence. We have the 
full constitution of the play, the names of the player, 
their professions, their parts, their entrances and exits, 
their positions, their acuons, their first and last lines, 
description of the scenery, of the musical accornpant- 
ment, of the machinery and stage effects even to th 

provision of a Deluge for Noah and a 

Jhe Nativity. The producers, whose officml title w^ 

‘Superintendents of the Performance or Conducto 
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of the Secrets’, were ru’O brothers, Guillaume and 
Jehan de la Chiere. 

In this medieval tlicatrical system the manner of 
playing appears to have been as rigidly laid down as 
that of a player in an orchestra, and the resemblance of 
this huge prompt-book to an orchestral score is per- 
haps die best proof of the autocratic power of the 
producer. The Renaissance with its ambivalence of 
submission to classical authority and indulgence in 
wild and passionate individuality gave a new world of 
activity to the actor. In the dialogues of Leone da 
Sommi of the mid-sixteenth century, in the scenarios 
of the Commedia dell' Artc^ we see the actor compelled 
to that team-work that is inseparable from true theatri- 
cal activity, yet permitted liberty so far as his body 
will adapt itself to the mood of the play. When this 
liberty swells into licence, we have Shakespeare warning 
his clowns not to speak more than is set down for them. 

We shall never know the full details of this gestatory 
period, but we may hope to recover something of the 
Elizabethan practice by probing a little further into the 
European situation of die drama. The theatre of Ger- 
many was definitely and admittedly born of the English 
theatre, and in the documents of its early progress we 
have material that has not been fully utilized for 
tiieatrical history. In tlie last fifteen years of the six- 
teenth century English companies wandered to Ger- 
many and Holland and played condensed versions of 
popular English plays. Their success was prodigious 
they were soon forced to act in German, and from tlie 
Eng/iscAe Komodianten, as they were called, grew the 
German theatre. The best contemporary account is by 

Fynes Moryson who was at Frankfort in September 
1592: ^ > 

Germany liath some few wandering comedians, more 
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deserving pitty than prayse, for the serious parts are dully 
penned, and worse acted, and the mirth they make is 
ridiculous, and nothing lesse tlian witty (as I formerly have 
showed). So as I remember that when some of our cast 
despised stage players came out of England into Germany 
and played at Franckford in the tyme of the Mart, having 
neither a complete number of actors, nor any good 
apparel, nor any ornament of the Stage, yet the Germans, 
not understanding a worde they sayde, botli men and 
women, flocked wonderfully to see theire gesture and 
Action, ratlier than heare them, speaking English which 
they understood not; and pronouncing pieces and patches 
of English playes whicli my selfe and some English men 
there present could not heare without great wearysomenes. 
Yea myselfe coming from Franckford in the Company of 
some cheefe merchants Dutch and Flemish, heard tlicm 
often bragge of the good market they had made, only 
condoling that they had not the leisure to heare the 
English players. 

Again, in the Netherlands, he says: 

For Commedians, they little practise that arte, and are 
the poorest Actours that can be imagined, as myselfe did 
see when the Citty of Gertrudenberg being taken by them 
from the Spanyards, tliey made bonsfyers and P^blikly a 
Leyden represented tliat action in a play, so rudely as the 
poL artizans of England would have bod, Penn'd and 
Lted it much better. So as at the ^mc tyme when som 
olavers of England came into tliose partes, die people 
not ^nclerstanding what they sayd, only for dieerc action 
followed them widi wonderfull concourse, yea many 
cr virffins fell in love with some of the players, and 
foirowcd tLm from citty to citty, till die magistrates were 
forced to forbid diem to play any more. 

This cives a valuable contrast between England, 
which alfeady had a developed art of tlie 
the northern continent. It is not merely 
because the statements are supported with naive en 
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phasis from German sources. Balthasar Paumgartner 
writes to his wife from die same Frankfort Fair visited 
by Moryson: 

Here are some English actors whose plays I have seen. 
They liave such splendid good music, and arc perfect in 
their dancing and jumping, whose equal I have never yet 
seen. There are ten or twelve of them, all richly and 
magnificendy clothed. 

Our most valuable evidence for the nature of these 
players’ art comes from the work of Jakob Ayrer who 
wrote 140 plays in 15 years, half of them fortunately 
lost, but important because he was not original enough 
to depart widely from the models he used. Sackville’s 
troupe of players performed in Nuremburg from z 6 
April to 23 May I59<S, and immediately after their de- 
parture Ayrer began his second Roman Drama, con- 
taining the figure of John Posset the English clown 
based on Sackville’s favourite role of Johan Bouset. 
The preface to his Opus Theatricum speaks of ‘every- 
thing arranged according to life and so drawn up that 
everything can be acted and performed in person after 
the new English manner and style’. The Germans 
were impressed by the English naturalistic style of 
acting and the complete absorption of each actor in his 
part. Their imitations afford valuable evidence for the 
reconstruedon of Shakespeare’s practice. 

In this European situarion, Shakespeare grew up and 
lived. It is not too much to say that there is hardly a 
dctai m the evolution of the theatre of his time with 
which he IS not familiar. He came in time to be a 
pioneer, to feel that the theatre was still in its crudity 
and therefore mocks while learning from the older 

® and theatrical presentation. Most 

ot his comment on the older forms of drama is 
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condemnatory, but it is difficult to mock without ac- 
quaintance. He laughs, in Henry iv. iv, at 

This roaring devil i’ the old play, that every one may 
pare his nails with a wooden dagger. 

In Leafy 1. ii, he gibes at earlier mechanical construc- 
tion: 

And pat he comes like the catastrophe of the old comedy. 


In Lore’s Labour’s Losty the conventional ending is 
blown upon: 

Our wooing doth not end like an old play, 

Jack hath not Jill. 

Justice Shallow, who was no Roscius, is permitted to 
remember his mummings, 

I remember at Mile-end-Greene, when I lay at Clements 
Inn, I was then Sir Dagonet in Arthurs Show. 

He knew of, and may have seen the miracles, and 
calls upon them when he talks of the theatre and out- 
Heroding of Herod. The creaking solemnity ot 
Cambises vein is used to mark the pompousness ol 
Polonius or tlie mock seriousness of Feste. Seneca to 
him is heavy, dumb show and amateur pageantry are 
suspect, and the pious moralities give him occasion for 
parody. It is difficult to prove parody, but rnuch 01 
Launcc’s speech about his shoes in Two Gentlemen oj 
Verona, some of FalstafF’s comment on his honour, 
and all of Launcelot Gobbo’s speech m Merchant oJ 
Venice, ii. ii, can be traced back to the debatiro 

systems of tliis old form. 

Certainciv. my conscience will serve me to run from 
this Jew my Ma^stcr: die fiend is at ^ 

tempts me, saying to me, Gobbo, Launcelot 7° 

Launcelot, or good Gobbo, or good Launcelot Gobbo, 
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use your legs, take the start, run awaie: my conscience 
saies no; take heede honest Launcelot, take heed honest 
Gobbo, or as afore-said honest Launcelot Gobbo, doe 
not runne, scome running with thy heelcs; well, the most 
coragious fiend bids me pack, via saies the fiend, away 
saies the fiend, for the heavens rouse up a brave minde 
saies the fiend, and run; well, my conscience hanging 
about the necke of my heart, saies verie wisely to me: my 
lionest friend Launcelot, being an honest mans sonne, or 
ratlier an honest womans sonne, for indeede my Father 
did something smack, something grow too; he had a 
kinde of taste; wcl, my conscience saies Launcelot bouge 
not, bouge saies the fiend, bouge not saies my conscience, 
conscience say I you counsaile well, fiend say I you 
counsaile well, to be rul’d by my conscience I should stay 
with the Jew my Maistcr, who (Cod bicsse the marke) is 
a kinde of divell; and to run away from the Jew I should 
be ruled by the fiend, who saving your reverence is the 
divell himselfc: certainely the Jew is the verie divell in- 
carnation, and in my conscience, my conscience is a kinde 
of hard conscience, to ofTer to counsaile me to stay with 
the Jew; the fiend gives the more friendly counsaile: I will 
runne fiend, my heeles are at your commandement, I will 
runne. 

It seems, moreover, no accident that in the plays 
used or alleged to liave been touched up by Shake- 
speare, we have a museum of the evolution of tlieatre- 
craft, a museum that should be utilized to peer into 
Shakespeare’s workshop. 

What are the problems of a man of the theatre? 
First it may be suggested that the actual staging and 
stage carpentry' are somewhat from our purpose. His 
real business is the disposition of characters, the 
spacing, the grouping, the business of ensemble, the 
maintenance of continuity and variety, the achieve- 
ment of various systems of illusion; whether boys as 
women, day as night, two men as the armies of France, 
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two human throats as a vast tempest, the maintenance 
of melody and harmony, the establisliment of unity 
and poetry and even philosophy amid the trivialities of 
artificial thunder and glued-on beards. Shakespeare 
took the shape of his tlieatre for granted and frankly 
accepted and utilized its limitations. In Pericles^ Act ii, 
the prologue says: 

In your imagination hold 

This stage tlie ship, upon whose deck 

The sea-tost Pericles appears to speak. 

In Henry V the chorus say: 

And so our Scene must to the Battaile flyc, 

Where, O for pitty, we shall much disgrace, 

With foure or five most vile and ragged foylcs, 
(Right ill dispos’d, in brawle ridiculous) 

The Name of Agincourt. 

Where then does he clearly show his sense of the 
theatre, of the movement of human bodies sculptur- 
ally on a stage viewed almost from all angles.^ In 
Hamlet^ Act i. Scene v, where the ghost in the cellar- 
acre drags Hamlet and his friends about the stage. In 
Macbeth^ Act v, Scene iii, where he never forgets for 
a moment that Macbeth is putting on liis armour. 

Macbeth. Give me mine armour. 

How does your patient, doctor.^ 

• • * * * * . * 

Throw physic to die dogs; I’ll none of it. 

Come, put mine armour on; give me my staff. 

Sevton, send out. Doctor, the thanes fly from me. 

Come, sir, dispatch. If thou couldst, doctor, cast 

The water of my land, find her disease. 

And purge it to a sound and pristine healtli, 

r would applaud thee to the very echo, 

Tliat should applaud again — Puli' t off, I say. 


SHAKESPEARE AS MAN OF THE THEATRE 3OI 

V/ hat rhubarb, cyme, or what purgative drug. 
Would scour these English liencc? Hear’st tliou 
of iliem ? 

Doctor. Ay, my good lord; your royal preparation 
Makes us hear sometliing- 

Macbeth. Bring it after me. 

I will not be afraid of death and bane 
Till Bimam forest come to Dunsinane, 

where the gestures help the psychological conduct of 
the drama. Clearest of all is it seen in Antony and Cleo- 
patra, Act IV, Scenes iii and iv, where the soldiers come 
on guard — ‘good night — good night’ — strange music 
of hoboyes under the stage — die night becomes con- 
scious and its passing is marked, and then in the re- 
luctant dawn Cleopatra helps Antony on with his 
armour, for Antony will stay no longer abed, and later 
the captain comes to say the mom is ready — and so 
time moves in die enchantment of Shakespeare’s il- 
lusion. 

He has restrictions all the time — he works with 
well-marked conventions: two colours symbolize two 
armies; space is gained when kings and armies march 
about the stage in procession — one of the chief of 
Elizabethan stage conventions. In Henry V, before 
Agincourt, the shabby coats of England contrast with 
the bright armour of die French — the Romans and 
Egyptians are differentiated with subtle art in Antony 
and Cleopatra, the British and die Romans in Cymbe- 
line. Trumpets make a battle. Time passes in divers 
ways. The stage must be emptied, and therefore bold 
formal processions end die tragedies, Lear with a dead 
march, Hamlet with Fortinbras bearing off die bodies 
and dien a peal of ordnance shot off. This practical 
necessity of clearing die stage was so present that when 
in die German imitations it is necessary to leave a 
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dragon to be found by one of the players — the stage 
direction says specifically 

Tiiis worm must not be removed. 

Such general indications almost convince us that the 
Elizabethans would have understood our notion of a 
‘producer’. Fortunately we liave definite evidence on 
tlie matter. John Aubrey, in writing of Shakespeare, 
points a contrast: ‘Now B. Johnson was never a good 
actor but an excellent instructor’, and the Induction 
to Cynthia s Revels, 1600, has; 

I would speak with your author, wlierc is he.^ 

Not this way, I assure you. Sir, we are not so olficiously 
befriended by him, as to have his presence in the tiring- 
house, to prompt us aloud, stamp at the book-holder, 
swear for our properties, curse die poor tireman, nil tlie 
music out of tune, and sweat for every venial trespass wc 
commit; 

and in Bartholomew Fair a little later (1614): 

I am looking, lest the Poet liearc me . . . lice has kick’d 
me diree, or foure times about the Tyring-house for but 
offering to putt in, with my experience; 

but most important is evidence from a German writer 
Johannes Rhenanus in prefacing a play adapted from 
the English 'Lingua' in 1613; 

So far as actors are concerned they, as I noticed in 
England, are daily instructed, as it were in a school so that 
even the most eminent actors liave to allow themselves 
to be instructed by the Dramatists, which arrangement 
gives life and ornament to a well-written play, so that it is 
no wonder diat the English players (I speak of the skilled 
ones) surpass and liave die advantage of others. 

This seems to be a direct allusion to rehearsals, to 
wliich Rhenanus was perhaps admitted. In any case, 
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in Quince we have Shakespeare’s satirical portrait ot 
a producer at work. 

We may now endeavour to reconstruct wliat took 
place on the stage, how Shakespearian players acted. 
We can be certain tliat Elizabethan acting was bolder 
than now, that speech was much quicker, that gesture 
was wilder, that bodily movements were more actorish. 
It is still possible to see the equivalent of Shakespeare’s 
audience at the few remaining melodrama ilieatres of 
London, at Collins’ Music Hall or the Elephant, where 
Sweeney Todd — the Demon Barber of I'leet Street and 
Maria Marten or the Murder in the Red Darn are still 
played. There can be found, perhaps not tlie Eliza- 
betlian stench of garlic — but one might easily 

be pasted 

To the barmy jacket of a bere-brewer. 

There, too, will be found those ‘Squirrels that want 
nuts’, who arc warned by Shirley, ‘Pray do not crack 
the benches’. There will be found an audience alive 
to every jest, quick to accept the fun of exaggeration, 
to distinguish between good and evil, to hiss at vice 
and applaud virtue. There the acting is perhaps our 
nearest to Shakespeare’s acting. Tliere illusion is com- 
plete. There the good wife of The Knight of the Burn- 
ing Pestle makes her comment on the gladness and ilic 
sadness of the scenical happenings. 

Jonson, in his Staple of News^ used the term ‘over- 
act’. The actor ‘does over-act, and having got the 
habit of it, will be monstrous still in spite of counsel’. 
The stamping, robustious player existed 

whose conceit 

Lies in his hamstring, and doth dunk it rich 
To hear the wooden dialogue and sound 
’Twixt his stretched footings. 
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And we leam something of Alleyn’s manner of playing 
Tamburlaine from T.M.’s The Blache Booke (1604): 
‘the spindle-shanke Spyders . . . went stalking over his 
head, as if they had bene conning of Tamburlainel 
Women when distraught rushed in with ‘their haire 
about their cares’. Brutus ‘suddenly arose and walked 
about, musing and sighing, with his arms across’. 
Othello shouts O, O, O, and falls on the bed. Boyet 
says he is ‘stabbed with laughter’, and acts accordingly. 
Regan, in the old play of King Lear, 

Knits her brow, and bytes her lips 

And Stamps and makes a dumb show of disdayne; 

the affected Boyet darts his hand, and the very stairs 
kiss his feet, i.e. even his walk is indicated. In Titus, 
the mutilated Lavinia tosses a book about and turns 
over pages with her stumps, and Titus himself asks, 

How can I grace my talk. 

Wanting a hand to give it action. 

If this is the general condition of gesture, how then 
could the German writer speak of the charm and ap- 
propriateness of gesture and Shirley of ‘graceful and 
unaffected action’.^ Delicacy in acting can be amply 
and wonderfully proved from Shakespeare. Restrained 
emotion is shown in Coriolanus, v. iii, where the folio 
stage direction reads, after Volumnia’s speech of 
pleading. 

Holds her by the hand silent. 

and in Macbeth, Act IV, Scene iii, the scene of exquisiw 
management and restraint when Macduff is told of his 
wife’s death, he pulls his hat over his face and is silent. 

Malcolm. Mercifull Heaven: 

What man, ne’rc pull your hat upon your browes: 
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Give sorrow words; the griefe tliat do’s not spcake, 
Wltispers tlie o’re-fraught heart, and bids it breake. 

Perhaps it was the stage quality in these lines tliat Ford 
expanded to majestic proportions in his Broken Heart. 
\n Richard II we liave a gesture exquisitely poised and 
used magnificently as a structural symbol, in the march 
of the play’s action. In Act ni, Scene ii, comes Rich- 
ard’s sad speech on hearing of his defeat, 

Let’s talk of graves, of worms and epitaplis. 

He speaks of death, 

Witliin the hollow crow’n 
That rounds the mortal temples of a king 
Keeps Death liis court and there the antic sits, 
Scoffing h.is state and grinning at his pomp, 

Comes at the last and with a little pin 
Bores through his castle wall, and farewell Kingl 
Cover your heads and mock not flesh and blood* 
With solemn reverence: 

Clearly he has wrenched oflr his crown at ‘farewell 
king’, an omen of the abdication later; all present 
sweep off their headgear to avoid being covered in die 
presence of an uncovered king. 

Those who begrudge the actor or the singer his 
concentrated fame, forget that his, even more than the 
tumbler s or dancer s, is a short-lived fame, vanishing 
with the echoes of his voice. The nineteenth century 
with its slow deliberate intellectual distortions of 
famous speeches, almost ruined our understanding of 
the Shakespearian world of sound. It is clear that the 
Elizabethans spoke quickly and distinctly to achieve 
the two or three hours traffic of die stage. It must be 
remembered that much of it was open-air speaking. 
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Overbury said of ‘an excellent actor’, perhaps of 
Burbage, 

for his voice, ’tis not lower than tlie prompter nor 
louder than die foil or target. 

In the Spanish Tragedy we have a hint in praise of die 
‘Oxford accent’: 

Hier. It was determined to have bccne acted. 

By gentlemen and schollers too; 

Such as could tell what to speake. 

Bal. And now it shall be said, by Princes and Courtiers 
Such as can tell how to speak. 

We may recover at least a fragment of Shakespearian 
diction from Shakespeare’s own joke about the pro- 
ducer who could not understand punctuation. In A 
Midsummer Night's Dream^ v. i, Quince enters as Pro- 
logue, and the punctuation kept faithfully, through 
Quarto and Folio, points the joke. 

Pro. If we offend, it Is with our good will. 

That you should thinke, we come not to offend, 
But with good will. To shew our simple skill, 

That is the true beginning of our end. 

Consider then, we come but in despight. 

We do not come, as minding to content you. 

Our true intent is. All for your delight, 

We are not heerc. Th.nt you should here repent you. 
The Actors are at hand; and by their show, 

You shall know all, that you arc like to know. 

The comments that follow, exquisitely and almost 
foppishly punctuated, may serve as a contribution to 
the present-day quarrels about the dramatic use ot 
slops in Shakespeare’s works. 

Theseus. This fellow doth not stand upon points. 
Lysander. He hath rid his Prologue, like a rough Colt: 
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he knowes not the stop. A good morall my Lord. 
It is not enough to speake, but to speake true. 

liippolyta. Indeed hee hadt plaid on his Prologue, like 
a cliilde on a Recorder, a sound, but not in goverrv 
ment. 

Theseus. His speech was like a tangled chaine: nothing 
imp.aired, but all disordered. Who is next.^ 

Althougli it is probable that the Elizabetlian actor, 
especially in bold thunderous plays, spoke almost in an 
avalanche, there can be little doubt that the prologues 
and epilogues were regarded as special displays of elo- 
cution and, being written and punctuated to that end, 
still retain their magic, that reaches a summit in the 
epilogue to As Vou Likt It. How far the soliloquy was 
an exercise in diction will never be known. It has a 
peculiar emphasis where it is an element in exposition 
or character-building, and derived vast theatrical relief 
owing to the special contact established when the actor 
advanced to ‘the skirt of the stage’, and spoke his lines 
into the individual ears of his audience. 

Before we examine the more delicate function of the 
clown in the Shakespearian system, it would be well to 
glance at liim in the raw stale from which Shakespeare 
refined liim. His chief fault lay in straying from tlie 
text, though Thomas Hughes, many years before, 
complained of similar behaviour in the Gentlemen of 
Gray’s Inn, in their treatment of liis Misfortunes of 
Arthur^ ‘here set downe as it past from under his 
handes and as it was presented excepting certainc 
wordes and lines, where some of the Actors either 
helped their memories by brief omission ; or fitted tlieir 
acting by some alteration’. Hamlet’s complaint was 
clear enough, and I am tempted to see an allusion to an 
rarly form of his advice to the players in Robert 
Arnim s statement in his Quips upon Questions or A 
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dowries conceite on occasion offered. By Clunnyco de 
Curtanio Snuffe. 1600: 

True it is, he playes tlie Foole indeed; 

But in the Play he playes it as he must. 


In any case this is the only confession I have been able 
to find in which a clown, in his own person, admits any 
restraint laid on him. The clown’s tricks are many, 
from eating bread and butter dirough a curtain to 
playing with huge slippers or big boots. Kemp’s 
slippers were as famous then as Little Tich’s or Mr. 
Charles Chaplin’s to-day, and Sackville, who used 
the same trick, was described by a German poet in 1597 
as wearing shoes ‘neidier pincheth him a wliit’. The 
German fools took over the English clown’s drum and 
fife, they came on with armour back to front, and 
a German stage direction shows one of die rare con- 
crete allusions to the necessity of getting a laugh. 


John Pansser comes in wondrously clad, not clown- 
ishly but venerably and honourably, yet so iliat there is 
something to laugh at. He takes his hat off, bows to aU 
four comers of the stage, clears his throat, wanders around 
a long time, and when that raises a laugh, he lauglis too 
and waves his hands. 

From the German imitations w’C have some valuable 
hints concerning details of stage behaviour and^stage 
effects. IniheSpanish the direction for Hiero- 

nymo is, ‘He bites out his tongue’. In Ayrer s adapta- 
tion, ‘he produces a knife, cuts his tongue off, throws 
it away, and holds a blood-stained clotli to his moutli . 
In the death scene, when Petrian shoots Nicies, he 
has inwardly a small squirt full of red liquid. 
presses as if he w'ere clutching his wound, squirts tne 
liquid through a little hole on to his belly, like blood, 
and rolls round till he dies’. These details take us back 
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to the English Cambises^ where, ‘Enter Crueltie and 
Murder with bloody hands’, and when Smirdis is 
killed, Crueltie cries 

Even now I strike his body to wound; 

Beholdc now his blood springs out on tlie ground, 

and the stage direction reads, ‘A little bladder of 
Vineger prickt’. In anotlier play tlie storming of Jeru- 
salem is minutely described for stage purposes and 
would repay careful examination, while rain is pro- 
duced in this wise: 

The waterworks are so arranged that the water is 
poured into a hanging dish hidden above and the dish has 
a string behind it, so that when John conveniently pulls 
the string the water falls into a sieve, that is also covered 
over tvith leaves and falls on John and makes him some- 
what wet. 

It would be easy to carry this discussion of the 
material side of the Elizabethan stage much farther, to 
speak of costume and make-up, of ghosts and storms, 
thunder, atmospheric efTects and extemporizing, of 
properties and loose heads, of ‘noises off’. All these 
tilings, though important in helping us to get the ‘feel’ 
of the theatrical practice of Shakespeare’s time, can be 
regarded as little more than the canvas and pigments 
with which the painter works, and in their highest form 
as the mere subject-matter that a Signorelli or a Cd- 
zanne forces to his own ends, whether of design or 
significance. 

Let us be bold and take Shakespeare’s greatest play, 
King l.eary that by nineteenth-century distorting 
criticism has been bracketed with Love' s Labour* 5 Lost ^ 
as unplayable. It contains more problems of the 
theatre than almost any other existing play. In Ger- 
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many, at any rate, to play a good King Lear is the 
summit of an actor's career. The problems of produc- 
tion are of the highest complexity, arising out of 
Shakespeare’s manipulation of liis theatrical material. 
There is not, from beginning to end of the play, one 
single stage direction giving the scene, it has no ‘local 
habitation and a name’. Such localization as there is 
comes from within the text. We are thrown back im- 
mediately to the actors whose groupings and move- 
ments and linked speeches must provide the tlieatrical 
unity over and above the dramatic unity of the plot 
and its intellectual problem. Modem dramatists, apart 
from sentimental entertainers, fear this homelessness 
and timelessness. Only a rare piece like Benavente’s 
Los Intcreses Creados dares to build a serious fantasy, 
‘Once upon a time, in a certain place’. And of all fan- 
tasies King Lear contains the most impossible when 
Edgar builds up a cliff with his voice, gives it shape 
and dimensions from above and below to cure Glou- 
cester’s despair. It is a fantasy that can exist only with- 
in the conditions of the actor’s art, and is so written, 
with mathematical perspective that even the Italian 
decorated stage of the time could not better, and as for 
the voices, it would be well to study the changed 
rhythms. There is a bold difference bem'een Edgars 
speech before and after the fancied leap, there has 
already been a change from his ‘Poor Tom’ voice, and 
this is marked by Gloucester for theatrical, practij^ 
purposes, since the poetical description of the chfl 
would have had comical rather tlian magical value m 
a contorted accent, and there are quieter, more com- 
posed tones in Gloucester’s second voice. I emphasize 
ihese important trivialities because it is not in pious 
philosophical generalities that Shakespeare s art of the 
theatre can be displayed. 
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Edgar is the most complex of all Shakespearian 
parts. No conscious conceited actor dare attempt it. 
We do not know who played it originally, but it is no 
unjustifiable assumption that it formed part of Sliake- 
speare’s researches into the dramatic function and 
theatrical capability of the clown or fool, and was per- 
formed by an actor who, if not a genius, possessed 
enough of that quality to harmonize the part’s dis- 
cordancies and make it credible on the stage. It is not 
too much to say that King Lear is an arabesque of fools 
or that in the evolution of the Shakespearian fool 
we have the most valuable field of inquiry for the 
examination of Shakespeare’s structural development. 
It would be difficult to go beyond King Lear in com- 
plexity of fools. In Lear himself, who is mad, in his 
pendant professional fool who becomes more foolish in 
his terror, Gloucester, who is on the verge of suicidal 
mania, and in Edgar the artificial fool, we have all four 
grades of genuine, professional, partial, and factitious 
fool. It must not be forgotten that one of the chief 
of Shakespeare’s favourite words is ‘fool’. To trace 
Shakespeare’s use in detail is difficult in otir uncer- 
tainty of his chronology, but we may indicate some 
landmarks. In Love's Labour's Lost, a verbal play. 
Costard the clown is used for dictionary humour, and 
uses his body but little more than the others in the 
Masque of the Nine IV orthies. In llic Comedy of Errorsy 
an exercise in dramatic archaeology, the sets of twins, 
over and above the verbal factor, which is almost a 
dramatic constant in all Shakespeare’s fools, are used 
for humour from the hall of mirrors. In Two Gentle- 
men of Veronoy Speed, after the Spanish manner, is a 
distorted echo and a crude chorus, but in Launce we 
have the beginning of the true Shakespearian clown, 
who, as he must have been in his original form, is 
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closely allied to the music-hall comedian who, with his 
unaided personality, entertains the audience with his 
moods and gestures. Of tliis kind, and in close brother- 
hood with Launce and his shoes and dog, is Mr. 
Charles Chaplin, by many regarded as the greatest 
living actor of to-day- It is not unamusing to note an 
earlier experiment in die music-hall manner in the 
cross-talk between Modi and Armado in Loves 
Labour 's Lost. In a recent performance of diis play in 
modem costume it was found diat the only plausible 
manner of presenting this scene was to bring the 
players close to the footlights and give them the posi- 
tion of display and contact possessed in Elizabetlian 
times by the soliloquy or the explanatory openers of 
the play* Midsummer Night's Dream is a fable with 
the motto, ‘What fools these mortals be’. The dra- 
matic problem is to link the never-ending succession of 
condescensions with the dramatic irony provided by 
the dieatrical necessity of creating foolishness suited to 
the three spheres of existence. It is the comic ara- 
besque of which Lear is the tragic counterpart. Fal- 
staffis one half of a problem in dramatic psychology, 
of which the concluding portion is Hamlet, and does 
not affect the progress of the fool. In As You Like It 
and Twelfth Night we have die maturity of the Shake- 
spearian clown. He is, in both plays, an independent 
figure yet linked inextricably with the essential sub- 
stance of the play. In As You Like It Touchstone and 
Jacques are die two significant figures. Touchstone, a 
man of die court who has fled to the fields for liappt- 
ness; Jacques, who is half-way to revolt against the 
world and wants to be a fool. Touchstone marries 
Audrey to close the door against all return to the 
follies of court life. That this interpretation has 
theatrical plausibility was proved in a Berlin perform- 
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ance in which Elizabeth Bergner and Fritz Konncr 
demonstrated the intellectual flexibility of a play that 
is usually smothered in leaves like tlie Babes in the 
Wood. In Act in, Scene iii, Jacques and Touchstone 
play not as lord and clown, but well-nigh as equals, 
and when Touchstone announces that he is to marry 
Audrey, a smile appears on Jacques’ face, growing to a 
laugh and finally to uncontrolled merriment in which 
Touchstone joins, tlic two men of the court have tlieir 
secret, and a flash of illumination fills the play with 
more than pastoral quality. Shakespeare is beginning to 
be serious. Twelfth Night is in many ways the most 
serious of all under a mask of lightness. Its problem is 
the eternal antagonism of Puritan and light-heart, the 
protagonists are Feste and Malvolio. In the end Feste 
W’ins and Malvolio loses, but in liis victory Feste is 
sad. Feste is no boy as so often pla\ cd ; he must be of 
years to make the conflict witli Malvolio more real, 
more respectful. The clown is here entangled in the 
main plot, wliich is the Malvolio plot. We may even go 
so tar as to say that the masquerade plot of the Duke 
and Viola is a kind of extended scenery in which the 
iragi-comedy can take place. Music may be the food 
of love to begin with, but music is tlie substance of 
tragedy when Feste sings the dirge of his youth at 
the end. After tliis, so far as the fool is concerned 
there is decadence, if we can take decadence to be 
the excessive preoccupation of tlie artist witli his 
technique. 

Beyond Feste tlie fool cannot go with impunity, but 
in tw'o plays Shakespeare makes an attempt to stretch 
him beyond his function. In King Lear., as we have 
seen, the distribution of this function over the chief 
figures of the play has produced a technical disaster 
that cannot be redeemed witliout ilie return of die 
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original conditions of the stage and perhaps without 
anotlier genius such as placed the original Edgar. 
The otlier play, strange as it may seem to bring 
it within this particular discussion, is Antony and 
Cleopatra. There two of the clown’s chief functions 
are divided, that of the buffoon is given to Antony on 
Pompey’s galley, that of the chorus to Enobarbus. In 
this connexion it is of some historical interest to note 
a modern use of Shakespearian teclinique that has won 
the highest honours on the modern stage. The sub- 
stance of Act 111, Scene vi, in wliich Pompey at one 
side and Caesar, Antony, and Lepidus at the other, 
their armies symbolized by leaders and standards, en- 
<Tage in negotiations while Enobarbus the plain-spoken 
adds his thread, is, save for Enobarbus’ interference, 
one of the commonest of Elizabethan conventions for 
the close conflict of pow'ers, whether in war or diplo- 
macy. Mr. Bernard Shaw, in tlie discussion scene in 
the tent in St. Joan, has gone back, wittingly or un- 
wittingly, to this device. The power of England in the 
person of the Earl of Warwick deals with the power 
of the Church in the person of the Bishop of Beauvais, 
and Enobarbus is still present as plain-spoken Stog- 
umber. Perhaps this is Shakespeare’s revenge for some 
of Mr. Shaw’s strictures on his theatrical rapacity. 
This discussion has, I hope, hinted at the way in which 
the practical necessity of having bodily humour in fus 
theatre was utilized by Shakespeare to produce the 

subtlest of dram 3 nc essences. ^ 

Lest I be accused of neglecting Shakespeare s boards, 
Jet us see how Shakespeare himself treats them with 
sublime insolence. For him the stage has a magic 
adaptability; locality, except by accident, has no exis- 
tence; space to him has no more logic than in a tiasii- 
isli dream. Thomas Platter, on a visit to England m 
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1599, saw Julius Cc«.’.rar acted with about fifteen actors, 
and yet the dramatis personae amount to thirty-tlirec, 
excluding citizens, senators, soldiers, and attendants. 
If a change of place is to be achieved by a journev, the 
players move about the stage in full view of the au- 
dience; sometimes a change of scene is made by a 
character going out by one door and coming in im- 
mediately by another; a general and his standard- 
bearer are sufficient to fill a stage with the sj-mbol of 
an army; Romeo bids farewell to Juliet in a room 
overlooking the garden which on tlie entrance of her 
mother becomes, without logical question, another 
part of the house. With a few trumpet noises and two 
pairs of men in single combat the ends of a vast battle- 
field are telescoped witliin the dimensions of the stage. 
More wonderful still, and accepted without a blink, is 
the convention by which the stage may represent two 
places at once. We scofi at the cinema, yet the con- 
vention by whicli the blank screen may be anv place 
without unity or succession of time is paralleled in one 
of the most magical pieces of Shakespearian illusion. 
In Richard ///, Act v. Scene ii, to build up the con- 
trasting moods of Richard and Richmond the night is 
made to pass. Richmond says; 

Tlie weary sunne, hath made a golden set. 
Catesby, a little later, says: 

It’s supper time my Lord, it’s nine a clocke. 

TTie dead of night passes with tlie procession of ghosts, 
then Ratclilfe rouses the King with news of cockcrow, 
then^one of his lords tells Richmond it is four o’clock! 
the King announces it is an hour past sunrise. For the 
passing of time there is a more emotional parallel in 
Antony and Cleopatra^ but for the mystery of place it 
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lias no parallel. The two armies pitch their tents on 
either side of the stage, logically the camps are a safe 
distance apart, and the procession of ghosts in alter- 
nate sentences dishearten Richard and comfort Rich- 
mond, the simultaneity, by goodwill of the audience, 
is more powerful even tlian in those effects of the 
cinema, where the fire-engine and the advancing flames 
are shown in swiftly alternating scenes, or where the 
reprieve rushes along to the rhythm of the condemned 
man’s progress to the scaffold. Exprcssionistic and 
post-expressionistic drama in Europe, in turning to the 
cinema for its systems of flickering alternation, is 
merely exploring a simple and sometimes crude Eliza- 
bethan device. 

It is not uninstructivc to take advantage of the bi- 
furcation of the drama in its extremest modern forms 
for a technical analysis of the Shakespearian theatre. 
We have (whether it results in art is a matter for dis- 
cussion) die completely visual element separated out 
in the cinema, the completely auditory in the wir^ss 
play. Bodi aspects may teach us something. The 
purely visual cinema play is one without explanatoty 
sub-tides. Perhaps the greatest film of this kind, 
Warning Shadows^ with Fritz Kortner, die great Shake- 
spearian actor, as its chief player, achieved some of its 
success by taking the Shakespearian Othello theme as 
its motive, die bodies of the actors and their groupings 
were the sole material of the play, and our actors 
visited it to get a rare opportunity of learning their cratt. 
At the odier end of the scale it has been found that ot 
all plays tested on the wireless Shakespeare’s have 
been most successful, since there is not only verbal 
scene-painting, but verbal time-indications and light- 
ing effects. The progress of these two attempts at art 
sliow remarkable parallels with the development ot 
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EHzabetlian drama. We have seen the development 
from crude ‘slapstick’ to the miming subtleties ot Mr. 
Charles Chaplin, we have seen the progress from 
crude action to sensitive psychology, we have ^en 
seen, as the Elizabethans saw, the change from a robust 
joyous mood to something bordering on the morbid. 

If the cinema is to be an art, we are in the unique posi- 
tion of being able to watch it from its birth, a privilege 
the modern world has been accorded by no other 
artistic manifestation. In the wireless play we have 
already seen Mr. Richard Hughes, a University wit, 
placing his drama in a coal mine where the visual 
element is completely eliminated. From such crude 
beginnings as these, whether in Camhiscs or Gammer 
Gurion's Needle^ grew Hamlety The Broken Hearty and 
Twelfth Night. 

It is seldom that we are permitted to see a bliake- 
spearian play as one that must win its way by its pure 
theatrical quality. How then did Shakespeare succeed 
in subduing the unruly audience of the open-air 
theatre and make it listen to his play ^ In The Tempest 
*A tempestuous noise of thunder and lightning’ is 
heard, foul and technical words draw the audience’s 
attention and the play is on its way. If that be unavail- 
ing, ‘Enter Mariners wet’, and ever-powerful realism 
completes the conquest. I have seen an audience at a 
melodrama hushed by the explosion of a submarine at 
the bottom of the sea, and the immediate appearance of 
tlie crew in dripping oilskins. Such violent means are 
not Shakespeare’s sole prerogative, or his complete 
bag of tricks. Remember that The Tempest was his 
ripest play; his greenest, Loyds Labour's Losty begins 
with a boyish rigmarole, 

Let Farnty that all hunt after in their lives. 

Live registred upon our brazen tombes. 
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Sucli lines cannot quell or attract the groundlings. 
Small point as it is, perhaps in such an approach we 
have assistance in separating court plays from public 
shows. The same lack of initial attack characterizes 
a Midsummer Night's Dream and Cymbeline. The 
Taming of the Shrew makes a bold enough beginning, 
and Twelfth Night opening with song is safe enough. 
Of the tragedies, Coriolanusy Titus Andronicus^ Romeo 
and Juliet^ Julius Caesar, Macbeth, and Hamlet all begin 
with noise and excitement, nuts, apples, and pamphlets 
are forgotten, and the play-world begins. In Antony 
and Cleopatra and King Lear the first few lines seem 
to give an opportunity for the liubbub to subside 
before the action begins. In Troilus and Cressida we 
have a bold experiment. Julius Caesar is clearly a 
play in two parts whose theatrical interest lies in die 
first half, including the murder, whose dramatic inter- 
est is after the manner of a Greek tragedy on the theme 
of the consequences of Caesar’s death. In Troilus and 
Cressida it would seem as if Shakespeare wished to 
begin the play without pandering. He therefore brings 
out a prologue to warn the audience 

that our Pby 

Leapes ore the vaunt and firstlings of diose broylcs, 
Beginning in the middle: starting thence away, 
To%hat'may be digested in a Play. 

Attention is therefore needed from the ver>' first line, 
and with this first line: 

Call here my Varlet, He unarme againe, 

this fierce play fiercely begins. 

We must not forget the contribution made by t ie 

actors. The German audiences were impressed by tlie 
unprecedented naturalism of the acting and the actor s 
intensity within his part. Richard Flccknoe, at some 
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distance it is true, gives this description of Riciiard 
Burbage who played Lear, Hamlet, and Falstan" among 
other chief parts: 

He was a delightful Proteus, so wholly transforming 
himself into his 'Part, and putting off himself with Ins 
cloathes, as he never (not so much as in the T yrtng- 
house) assum’d himself again until the Play was done . . . 

He had all the parts of an excellent orator (animating 
his words with speaking, and speech w'ith action) his 
Auditors being nevermore delighted than when he spoke, 
nor more sorry than when he held his peace ; yet even then, 
he was an excellent Actor still, never falling in his Part 
when he had done speaking; but witli his looks and 
gesture, maintaining it still unto the hcighth. 

Such a description explains much, and more might 
have been understood if Nash liad kept his promise to 
write, so that 

Tarlton, Ned Alleyn, Knell, Bentley shall be made 
known to Fraunce, Spayne and Italic; and not a part that 
they surmounted in more than other but I will here note 
and set down, with the manner of tlieir habites and attyre. 

We cannot know the detail of their movements, but of 
their costumes we know something. Even as early as 
Fulgens and Lucres at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century, actors’ costume was noted for its richness. 

I thought verely by your apparcll 
That ye had bene a player. 


Thcr is so mychc nyce aray 
Amonges thes galandis now aday 
That a man shall not lightly 
Know a player from anoUier man. 

The magnificence of English actors’ costumes dazzled 
German eyes, in spite of Fynes Moryson’s disparage- 
ment of it. Specimens of costumes actually worn by 
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these English actors in Germany still exist, as well as a 
sword used by them on tlie stage. From Henslowe’s 
Diary and from the Revels accounts we know that 
special costumes were assigned to specific parts, an 
important aid in clarifying the action on the stage. We 
have also a description of a special clown’s get-up 
worn by Tarlton, 

Who came like a rogue in a foule shirt without a band, 
and in a blew coat W'iili one sleeve, his stockings out at the 
heeles, and his head full of straw and feathers. 

I am convinced that one element in the successful illu- 
sion of the Elizabethans lay in the costume, which even 
when it was intended to be contemporar>' was of such 
magnificence as to constitute a stage livery that carried 
with it a lieightcned atmosphere. Archaeological ac- 
curacy of costume was not understood in its modern 
strictness, but some attempt at verisimilitude was made. 
In the Court Revels this was certainly done, and we 
have an interesting record by Leone de Sommi, an 
Italian producer at Mantua in the mid-sixteenth 


century; ^ , 

Since every novelty is pleasing, it is a delightful sight 
to see on die stage foreign costumes, vaiy mg from our 
usa^e; hence it is that the most successful comedies arc 
thofe costumed in the Greek fashion, for this reason more 
than any other I have arranged that the scene of die piece 
which, God willing, we shall present Tuesday, is laid in 
Constantinople, so that we can introduce for men «nd fo 
women a st>le of dresn unfamiliar to us here . . . And i 

this succeeds well in Comedy, as by 

sure that it will, all the more will it succeed " 

in costuming which the greatest care must be 

dressinc the actors in the modern manner, but ^ J ^ 

that is shown in antique sculptures or pictures, ^ 

mantles and that attire in which the persons of former 

centuries appear so charmingly. 
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The Shakespearian stage did not go anytliing like so 
far. Tlie drama of whicli De Sommi speaks is rightly 
named the Commedia Erudiia, tlie learned or written 
drama opposed to the popular and improvised Com- 
media dell' Arte. I hope shortly to give a thorough 
account of the contacts of this improvised comedy 
with Elizabethan England, but for the purpose of this 
immediate inquiry it is sufficient to say that more in- 
terest was taken in it by actors than by authors. Shake- 
speare’s advice to the players is not merely an attack 
on improvisation, but on this particular school of im- 
provising. The players are described by Hamlet be- 
fore he sees them and form a stock commedia dell' arte 
company. ‘He that plays the king’, ‘the adventurous 
knight’, the sighing lover, the humorous man, i.e. the 
elderly pantaloon, the clown, and the lady. They can 
play both learned and improvised drama, 'law of writ 
and the liberty’, they have a stock of speeches out of 
which they make their patchwork improvisations, they 
use miming or dumb-sliow, and spoken words. At the 
time Hamlet was being written, if we take 1600 as a 
possible date, the travelling actors were returning from 
the Continent and bringing their theatrical bad man- 
ners with them, their habit of improvising and ‘inex- 
plicable dumb shows and noise’. It may be, as Dr. 
Harrison suggests, that Shakespeare is mocking a rival 
company, but if this is so, they are merely scapegoats 
for a broader technical principle. Shakespeare’s in- 
terest in the Commedia dell' Arte is shown again in one 
of the best remembered of his speeches, Jacques’ ‘All 
the world’s a stage’. This speech contains description 
of four of the stock characters of this comedy of types, 
the lover, the soldier or capitano who is used by 
Shakespeare himself as Armado in Love's Labour's 
Lost^ the justice, and finally, mentioned by his Italian 
436 w 
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name, the Pantaloon as he appears in the old engrav- 
ings, lean and slippered with spectacles on nose and 
pouch on side. 

It is because he cannot neglect any manifestation of 
theatrical arc that he includes this Italian kind in his 
allusions; it is because he seeks finer effects than mere 
bodies can give that he condemns it. Shakespeare’s 
subtlest effects are musical, musical and vocal tones, 
and magical, compelling, hypnotic atmospheres. Otto 
Ludwig many years ago spoke of symphonic and con- 
certed scenes. It is possible to find melodies and har- 
monies, arias, duets, trios, quartets, and further in such 
a play as Alidsummer Night's Dream. In a mild form 
we have, at the beginning of his career in Love's 
Labour's Losty an interesting attempt at comic mass 
music in tlie two successive vocal waves, first when 
Holofernes, in the masque at the end (Act v. Scene ii) 
is being ‘ragged’, and again in the wilder hullabaloo 
during the fight between Costard and Holofernes. 
This second tumult is a crude though successful device 
to render theatrically effective the announcement of 
the King’s death. In this reputedly unplayable play 
we find laid bare for our inspection some of the 
mechanics of playwriting, and like good machinery, 
though simple, it is effective. In Merchant of V tnicty 
Act V, Scene i, we have an interesting use of the vocal 
duet between Lorenzo and Jessica to point the scenery 
and atmosphere of 'such a night as this’. 

It is a commonplace to speak of as a sym- 

phony, but I hope to show how the musical elements 
have their practical bearing in the theatre. I take tlie 
dramatical problem of King Lear to be the discord 
raised when Lear and Cordelia, who are one harmon- 
ious being, are by dramatic fiction torn roughly apart. 
Tlie musical movement of the play emphasizes tins 
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discord and demands a reconciliation. I find this 
dramatic and musical reconciliation occurs during the 
exquisite duet in Act iv. Scene vii> when Lear comes 
to his senses, his mental discord is resolved, and his 
Cordelia is at last restored to him. All this part is 
Shakespeare’s own invention. There is nothing in the 
old legends, nothing in the old play. The crescendo of 
the discord is rightly regarded as one of Shakespeare’s 
summits of dramatic achievement, but it must not be 
neglected as a theatrical acliievement. The theme is 
boldly stated at the beginning of tlie play: 

Give me the map there. Know that we have divided 
into three our Kingdom. 

The height of his disruption, his mental kingdom 
divided into the three of himself, Edgar, and the Fool, 
occurs amid an eruption of the elements. It is a mis- 
take to suppose that there was no physical storm on 
the stage. ‘Storme and Tempest’ are clearly called for 
in the stage directions: 

Drummers make Thunder in the Tyring-house, and 
the twelve-penny Hirelings make artificiall Lightning in 
their Heavens. 

The Storm is stilled to allow the actors to speak, and 
there is no need of thunder and lightning when Lear 
has such words as these to speak : 

Blow windes, & crack your cheeks; Rage, blow 
You Cataracts, and Hyrricano’s spout, 

Till you have drench’d our Steeples, drown the Cockes. 
You Sulph’rous and Thought-executing Fires, 
Vaunt-curriors of Oake-cleaving Thunder-boits, 

Sindge my white head. And thou all-shaking Thunder, 
Strike flat the thicke Rotundity o’ th’ world, 

Cracke Natures moulds, all germaines spill at once 
That makes ingratefuU Man. 
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That such crashing storm-music comes to so exquisite 
an end in the reconciliation duet is proof enough of 
Shakespeare’s theatrical capacity. 

It seems, however, that he was not satisfied; the 
duet was too soon over, and in a play not far from 
King Lear in time, in Pericles^ he gives us one of the 
greatest of all his musical scenes, Act v. Scene i, in 
which the reconciliation of Marina and Pericles is so 
full of happiness for him that hallucinations of music 
come to close the scene with a dying fall and a vision. 
Farther than this scene his accomplishment did not go. 

It has often been denied that the Elizabethans used 
descriptive or atmospheric music. In its crudest form 
martial music for battle purposes has been shown by 
Mr. W. J. Lawrence to have subtle differences. In 
atmospheric quality the song ‘Come away, come away, 
death’, in Twelfth Night is not lacking. As a clue to 
character, ‘When tliat I was and a little nny bo> , 
brings a note of tragedy to end a very serious play. 
But outside Shakespeare there is more definite evidence. 
In Marston, Wonder of Women, Act iv. Infernal 
musick plays softly whilst Erictho and, when 

she speaks, ceaseth’. In Pedele and Fortunio,Two Italta 
Gentlemen, between the acts there is a 
Hard’ and ‘a sollemne Dump . In the Duchess of Malji, 
madmen sing ‘to a dismal kind of music , and in I he 
cIZm'S in ChenpsUe, 'While all the Company 
ceeme all to weepe and mourne, there is a sad bong 
ihe musicke Roome'. These should be 
indicate the possibilities of supporting the ^'mospbet 
value of tlie spoken words, in the way in which some 
modem producers of Greek plays support the 
Two instances are clear enough In Antony and Uco 
patra the masterly scene. Act tv. Scene iii of the passing 
of the night with the watchmen on guard is intensiiicd. 
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‘Musicke of the Hoboyes is under the Stage*. Music is 
a flux to smooth tlie conjuring up of a vision; it hap- 
pens so in Pericles^ and again in Julius Caesar, Act iv, 
Scene iii, where Lucius falls asleep over liis song. It 
is a structural scene, and, tlierefore, receives special 
emphasis as the final pivot of the play. Music is used as 
a solvent, as an atmosplieric veneer, used to swing 
over moods, to prepare for tragedies and catastroplies, 
to harmonize discordances. Sucli is the music that 
labels itself, but the subtlest of all Shakespearian music 
eludes the statistician. The purely vocal music that 
gives colour to a character’s speeches, that differen- 
tiates one man from another, one mood from another, 
is the most difficult of all to pin down and to analyse. 
Of the separate vocal melodies are built up scenic har- 
monies and concerted music. If ever we were able to 
record the tonal qualities of verse, its quivering over- 
tones and vocal mysteries, we should be on the thresh- 
old of Shakespeare’s real workshop. Until we have 
this certainty it is not allowable to cut or to prune 
a speech, however trivial it may seem. Certainly to 
cut out a whole scene or character without understand- 
ing its tonal function is criminal, to cut out the opening 
lines of a speech is foolish, for we do not know as yet 
the relation between speech and character in poetic 
drama. If there must be cutting, let it be in the middle 
of a speech, so that its impact and its final notes arc un- 
impaired. Shakespeare the producer, in the days of his 
maturity, was conceivably unable to supervise his plays 
in person; to that end many of his later scenes are 
actor-proof, but it would need a bold person to con- 
sider diem producer-proof. 

These suggestions I have put fortt'ard are in many 
cases personal, and cannot have their justification ex- 
cept in the test of practice. It seems brutal to speak of 
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a dramatic laboratory, but if we are to be more tlian 
amateurs in tlie study of Shakespeare, as I fear have 
been many eminent and erudite scholars, it would be 
well to devote at least a part of our attention to that 
side of his work which shows Shakespeare as a prac- 
tical man of the theatre. If a national dieatre is per- 
mitted by the temper of this country it does not seem 
too much to ask that some part of its activity may con- 
cern itself witli the basic elements of dramauc and 
theatrical effect as exemplified in the work of me 
greatest wielder of the English language. It is this 
lano-uage, spoken under die conditions of the theatre, 
that is the chief clue to the effects that Shakespeare s 
poetical mind demanded from the theatre. 



Edmund Blunden 

(b. 1896) 

SHAKESPEARE'S SIGNIFICANCES* 

C RYPTOGRAPHY lias long Since taken up her abode at 
a spiritual Stratford or St. Albans, and, though tlic 
direction and temper of most of the consequent in- 
vestigations have been ludicrous, there is a sense in 
which all critics of Shakespeare must be crypto- 
graphers. ‘A sort of riddling terms’ is found in 
Sophocles; the short and unadorned dialogue there 
vibrates with additional tragic purposes; no wonder 
then if Sliakespeare, in a country full of proverb, 
metaphor, parable and pun, is supremely skilful in 
conducting his characters to their destiny by means of 
oracular and laconic utterances. For stage presenta- 
tion, it is very probable that only the external and im- 
mediate references of these needs to be grasped. Upon 
my submitting some instances of wliat I take to be the 
Shakespearian sublimation of the pun, a friend of the 
highest judgement in poetical mysteries observed: 
‘Very well; but according to your theory Shake- 
speare’s audiences would have to be all Shakespearcs.* 
Ultimately, it might be so; but for the transitions and 
logic of the moment, not so. In the cinematograph we 
have a scarcely surpassable case of sheer surface and 
rapid narrative supplying all that ’the public wants’ on 
tlie spur of the moment. But even there, wliat King 
Lear calls a ‘darker purpose’ is the secret of continued 
liking and demand. It is on this account tliat Chaplin, 
the Elizabethan of the films, is the only creator of 
works that can be seen again and again witli pleasure. 

* From the Shakespeare Association Lecture (1929): 
printed in The Mind's Eye 
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In story and situation the films with whicli he has 
captured the world and held it for ten years are swift 
enough, various enough to satisfy the least thoughtful. 
But he never fails to include some deeper theme or 
characteristic which repays more painful thinking. 
The fight for the tramp on the highway of human 
society has sustained his work first and last, and hardlj 
a gesture escapes him without strong emotional reason. 
Consider, for instance, the ending of his recent play, 
The Circus. The wanderer, who entered a world in 
which romance and even money came his way, and 
who has left it again as lonely and possessionless as 
when he began, sits over the ashes; plays with a relic, 
with the relic of the whole episode ; crumples it up and 
casts it from him, and then walks with his pathetic 
comic peculiarity out of view. But, as he goes, one 
swift glance right and left, one lively skipping step, 
tell us that he is master of himself. It is morning, it is 
freedom, and in that glance we have the spirit of fresh 

woods and pastures new’. Napoleon, or 

Of this quality, and of unique degree, are the sign 
ficant gestures of Shakespeare, and without pretending 
to offer very much that is not already extant some- 
where in the commentators, or perfectly well appre- 
hended by every good reader of Sl'^e^^l-re 1 
now attempt to produce a series of examples ot 
myriad-mindedness from a play in winch he rlel-n^tes 
one of his most perplexing subjects. That play is A 
Lear. I do not know that it can be called a sttid> 

insanitv. It is rather a revelation of the sanity, o 

evitable sequence, underlying and of 

superficially seems incoherence. And, since the P> J 
chLcter, incident and feeling is subtle, 
be subtle also, even though the course ^ 

considerings may make us run the nsk of being . 
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cryptographers with a difference. I begin by noticing 
the way in which Shakespeare invites us to watch the 
similarities in initials of tragedy, or the contrasts in 
things which have the marks of similarity. We have 
heard Cordelia reply to her father, ‘Nothing, my lord’. 
It is lionesty’s voice, and it sounds the call for Lear’s 
disaster. Lear plays on the word. In the end of the 
scene, he grimly answers Burgundy’s proposal to 
accept Cordelia with a dowry: 

Nothing: I have sworn: I am firm. 

Already it is a danger-signal. We come presently to 
the menace of a secondary tragedy, when Edmund is 
plotting against Edgar. Again, this word: dishonesty’s 
voice: 

Glo. What paper were you reading? 

Edm. Nothing, my lord. 

And Gloucester, like Lear, plays on the word which 
sets his misery, if he knew it, in motion. 

There is a development of pathos akin to this in the 
high words between Kent and Lear at tlie beginning, 
and their echoes in Gloucester’s courtyard, ‘See 
better, Lear’, said Kent at the outset, but the answer is 
‘Now by Apollo’, and that oath being answered again, 
Lear finally seals the banishment of Kent with ‘By 
Jupiter’. When under very different conditions Lear 
finds Kent, disguised, in the stocks, another combat of 
opinion occurs, and concludes 

Ltar. By Jupiter, I swear, no. 

Kent. By Juno, I swear, ay. 

There is a pause here. Will the strong candour of this 
opposition, even to the shouting back of his oaths, re- 
mind Lear of that otlier occasion, and make him ‘see 
better’? 
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But Lear’s thought has receded to original sources, 
as he thinks them. It was his way from the beginning. 
His mind, seizing on a notion, is apt to work on that 
without a chance of being redirected in time. Cor- 
delia’s ‘Nothing’ is followed by a beautiful and com- 
plete declaration, ending with emphasis; 

Sure I shall never marry like my sisters 
To love my father all. 

Lear responds, ‘But goes thy heart with this?' He has 
not heard. He means still, with ‘nothing’. He himself 
illustrates this fatal insistency in the figure of the 
dragon and his prey. It becomes a dominant method 
in his madness to catch up some idea, whether sug- 
gested to his memory by circumstances or to his mind 
by the conversation he hears, and to retain it and shape 
other matters to it with a kind of pride. This, of course, 
is readily seen when ‘poor Tom’, himself the centre of 
a tragic whirlwind, comes before Lear on the heath, 
and Lear cannot discover any explanation of this 
companion of rats and rain other than tliat he too had 
‘unkind daughters’. That way the summit of his mad- 
ness lies, but there are other and less dreadful aspects 
of his iterating to himself one particular theme. 

I may choose one prolonged example of these, 
which has not, so far as I can find, received close atten- 
tion. Lear, from the first, is portrayed as being a little 
inclined to remember his school education. His reply 
to Cordelia’s unhappy ‘Notliing’ is exactly a thesis of 
the old natural philosophers: ‘An Ahquid producatur 

exNihilo?" , i- 1 . 

Nothing will come of notlimg- 

Soon after, with a reference to ‘the barbarous Scy- 
thian’, he appears to have Horace in mind. lie breaks 
into Latin — ‘Hysterica passio’ — when describing ms 
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physical trouble, a ‘fit of the motiier ; he compares 
himself to Prometheus with a vulture at !iis heart. And 
in the tliird act, he listens to die wild account that poor 
Tom, with his blanket only to protect him, gives of his 
tribulations, such as ‘riding on a bay trotting-horse 
over four-inched bridges’. Lear listens to diis recital 
of vivid wretchedness, and his mind fastens on the case 
of poor Tom. Presently he refers to him as diis philo- 
sopher’, and propounds to him a question, not solely 
suitable to the war of elements all round, but familiar 
among the ancient philosophers. ‘What is the cause of 
thunder.^’ Even in this is involved, not only the 
academic interest of Lear, his notion of poor Tom 
and the weather, but some allusion to the clash of hot 
and cold, of his own ardent love confronted with the 
marble-hearted ingratitude of his daughters. We pro- 
ceed. ‘Riding over four-inched bridges’ and other 
visions raised by poor Tom’s autobiography have 
stirred Lear’s recollection of a famous passage. 'Modo 
is he called and Mahu' chances to chime with that. The 
next title he gives poor Tom is ‘learned Theban’, and 
after a little while that is changed for ‘good Athenian’. 
In short, fascinated by Tom’s amazements, Lear is all 
this time contemplating the position through the first 
Epistle of the second book of Horace, and particularly 
through tliese lines: 

Ille per extcntum funem mihi posse videtur 

Ire poeta, mcum qui pectus inaniter angit, 

Irritat, mulcet, falsis tcrroribus implet, 

Ut magus; et modo me Thebis, modo ponit Athcnis. 

‘That is the poet for me, the man who can walk tlie 
whole tight-rope of his art, the man who distresses me 
with imaginings, who angers, comforts, fills with un- 
real horror like a wizard, who makes me be at Thebes 
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one minute and the next at Athens.’ So, there is a 
unity between the scattered eccentricities of Lear. 

When this Horatian by-play is still happening in 
Lear’s mind, Edgar chances to originate anotlier stub- 
born notion. 

Lear. What is your study 

Edg. How to prevent the fiend, and to kill vermin. 

Lear. Let me ask you one word in private. 

At this point Kent intervenes, but we can guess what 
the question would have been. How did he kill his 
daughters.^ Duly the word ‘vermin’ works; and in the 
scene in the farm-house later, wlien Lear prepares to 
‘arraign them straight’, he addresses the idola of his 
daughters according to its significance, ‘Now, you 
shc-foxes!’ Towards the close of tliat scene, he reverts 
to his caprice of quoting Horace, and orders poor Tom 
to find some better ‘garments’ — he had only a blanket: 
‘you will say they are Persian attire, but let them be 
changed.’ This witty stroke is fully appreciated if wc 
see that it plays on the last ode of Horace, Book First; 
‘Persicos odi, puer, apparatus’ (‘My boy, Persian at- 
tire and I don’t agree’). 

With poignant chances of recovery, no sooner dis- 
covered than destroyed, Lear passes into deeper in- 
sanity; his talk tlien leaps from one subject to another 
with wilder haste; and still there is a contexture in it. 
He has now the additional confusion of the rumoured 
war with France among his principal motives. And so, 
when he has made his escape at Dover, and comes with 
his crown of weeds to the side of Gloucester and 
Edgar, he begins: ‘No, they cannot touch me for coin- 
ing’; the metaphor echoes, and he changes it into 
actuality, ‘Tlicre’s your press-money’. He is ‘die king 
himself’, preparing his army for the quarrel with 
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France, inspecting recruits. ‘That fellow handles his 
bow like a crow-keeper.’ Again we must see not only 
the fantasy of Lear, but the bird-boy passing over the 
farm. ‘Look, look! a mouse*; apparently a reminis- 
cence of die classical proverb, certainly a Falstaflian 
comment on a supposed recruit’s usefulness, and clearly 
a remark brought on by his spying a field-mouse in the 
corn. ‘O! well flown, bird’, by no great extension of 
this, is his enthusiasm for falconry bursting forth as he 
sees the hawk drop on that mouse. ^X^e have from him 
a picture both of the country circumstances and his life 
and times. ‘Give die word’, lie finishes, like a sentry. 
‘Sweet marjoram’, says Edgar. It sounds aloof from 
the entire point’ ; yet Lear says ‘Pass . And with good 
secret reason. Sweet marjoram was accounted, ac- 
cording to Culpeper, a blessed remedy for diseases of 
the brain. Edgar was clearly a friend. Some other 
oblique significances in this scene have been well 
displayed by the eighteenth-century commentators. 
Gloucester, eyeless, is speaking with Lear: 

Dost thou know me? 

Lear. I remember thine eyes well enough. Dost thou 
squiny at me? No, do diy worst, blind Cupid; I’ll 
not love. 

The final depths of distress indicated by this disin- 
terested jesting would be enough, but Shakespeare’s 
mark is abundance. We are to feel, even here, that 
Lear is pondering the grossness of mortality; for 
‘blind Cupid’ was the sign painted over the door of 
brotliels. More bewildering still is the accurate in- 
evitability which brings Lear back from his philo- 
sophy to his mad hope, as it is explained by Johnson: 

Lear, ... 1 will preach to thee: mark. 

\He takes a hat in his handy and turns it aiout.^ 
When we are born, we cry that we are come 
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To tliis great stage of fools. 

[He pauses f looks at the hat; admires the fashion ofit.'l 

This’ a good block! 

[That is, the mould of a felt hat. It suggests something:^ 

It were a delicate stratagem to shoe 
A troop of horse with felt; I’ll put it in proof. 

And when I have stolen upon these sons-in-Iaw, 
Then kill . . . 

In this manner every circumstance is made an agent as 
well as an accompaniment of the chief misery; it is not 
safe for Lear even to look at a hat or a straw. 

The country symbolism of flowers, which at length 
resulted in those little pretty gift-books of die Langu- 
age of Flowers, was known to Shakespeare, and con- 
tributed its colours to the full beauty of his plays- I 
imagine that wildflowers were not so remote from the 
Londoner’s life in his day that his choosing some of 
them to suit a particular dramatic moment from more 
than one point of view would pass without apprecia- 
tion. It is in Hamlet rather than King Lear that liis 
garlanding of blooms and messages pleases his creative 
mind most notably; there we have the rosemary for 
remembrance, the pansies for thoughts, and the other .| 
bitterly sweet flowers; there, too, the ‘fantastic gar- I* 
lands’ that Ophelia has taken with her to die pool are 1 
more than the chance companions of her drowning. 
They are the omens and the ghosts of it. Yet in King 
L^ar, also, we are to use our sense and our tradition, 
too, when flowers come into the tragedy. I have not 
at the moment the means to explore fully the associa- 
tion of ‘all die idle weeds’ diat Cordelia names as 
making up Lear’s ‘crown’ — already we see that they 
carry a meaning beyond that of mere picturesque detail 
of madness. They are his crown of thorns. But 
among them the nettle that throngs about graves, die 
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hemlock witli its fame for poison and narcotic, the 
sickly and usurping darnel, can quickly be perceived as 
speaking to the imagination of the spectator on the 
elements of Lear’s affliction. The same touch, I believe, 
occurs in the study of Othello, where he calls Des- 

demona 

Thou weed 

Who art so lovely fair and smclhst so sweet 
That the sense aches at thee. 

These rural instants, in colour lovely and in purpose 
and association sinister, may well be illustrated trom 
the most exact botanist among our rural poets, John 
Clare. In his Shepherd's Calendar for the mon^^ of 
May, he runs into a catalogue of the ‘idle weeds 
there are Othello's 

Corn-poppies, that in crimson dwell. 

Called ‘hcad-aches’ from their sickly smell, 

and there, red and purple 

fumitory too — a name 
Tliat Superstition holds to fame. 

‘Rank fumiter’ is die first of die items in Lear’s 
mockery crown that Cordelia distinguishes. 

It will be forgiven me if I transcribe several more 
lines from Clare’s poem on ‘May’, although it is not 
one of his happiest songs of Flora, with the object of 
testing Shakespeare’s significances in King Lear* 

With its eyes of gold 
And scarlet-starry points of flowers, 

Pimpernel, dreading nights and showers. 

Oft called ‘the Shepherd’s Weather-glass’, 

That sleeps till suns have dried the grass. 

Then wakes, and spreads its creeping bloom 
Till clouds with threatening shadows come — 
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Then close it shuts to sleep again: 

Wliich weeders see, and talk of rain; 

And boys, tliat mark them shut so soon 

Call ‘John that goes to bed at noon’. 

Now let me revert to the play, and to the moment 
when Lear in Gloucester’s farmhouse is about to rest 
and save his mind. The storm seems past. TTie Fool, 
shivering in his drenched clothes, waits on his master. 

Lear. Make no noise, make no noise; draw the cur- 
tains: so, so, so. We’ll go to supper i’ the morning: 
so, so, so. 

Fool. And I’ll go to bed at noon. 

I do not wish to rhapsodize over these last seven 
words, but they impress me with their seven meanings: 

1. They are a sort of tired ironical joke on Lear’s 
late hours. 

2. They make a playful complaint that the Fool 
would like a little food before going to bed. 

3. There is a pun on the people’s name for the 
scarlet pimpernel. The weak-bodied Fool with 
his coxcomb looks like that flower. 

4. But, if so, he shuts late. Surely there has been 
storm enough during the night. 

5. TTiere will be a worse storm still; and at once. 

6. It is the last time that the Fool speaks during the 
play. He presages his untimely death, with a 
secondary meaning in the word ‘bed’ of ‘grave’. 

7. He takes off his coxcomb for the last time to 
please his old friends the audience. 

It is the chief arcanum of the Fool’s difference from 
others that he should combine and encipher his mean- 
ings; he is the inspired child, the comical but un- 
cheatable percipient of the true and the false. 'Not 
altogether fool’ is a reserved way, Kent’s way, of de- 
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scribing his telepathy. Duly then we find him crying 
out his paradoxes and snatches of songs, and, since 
most of them are to achieve the ordinary reward of 
clowning, the laugh of the majority, their connexion 
with the matter in chief is not profoundly masked. 
But, when we come to that part of the play in which 
the sexual ferocity and treachery of Regan and Goneril 
are revealed in broad day, we may look back and notice 
that there was one character who from the beginning 
knew all about the secret. This was the Fool. I will 
quote one of his hints on the subject: 

Lear. Take heed, sirrah; the whip. 

Fool. Truth’s a dog must to kennel; he must be 
whipped out when Lady the brach may stand by tlic 
fire and stink. 

I had for a long time passed this by, as being merely a 
figurative contrast between the fate of frankness and 
flattery, when a friend who knows his dogs as well as 
Shakespeare knew them chanced to read the passage 
witli me, and informed me that there was a latent and 
unmistakable allusion in it. The persons under the 
discussion of the Fool and the King are Regan and 
Goneril. 'Brache’ was a ‘mannerly’ Elizabethan teem 
for she-hounds, both canine and human. 

It is in their prodigious ability with cant terms that 
the Elizabethan dramatists eclipse all after-comers at the 
huge game of reporting human nature. It is in working 
knowledge of those cant terms, which even in their 
immorality have the genius of a strong and spirited 
race, and not the second-hand smirking pettiness of 
more recent impropriety, that the older exponents 
of Shakespeare, Beaumont and Fletcher, Massinger 
and the others have the advantage of the modems. 
Change of manners prevents us from applying 
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the openness of a Francis Grose to all dark sayings 
even in King Lear-y but, if we understand die aims of 
Shakespeare, we shall see the play better in its lights 
and shades. ‘Anger hath a privilege’, and when the 
deeps of these oceanic lives are troubled, then there 
must be a muddy violence on the surface. Tlience 
comes the satire and the imprecation on women from 
Lear. Thence, too, such a detail as where Kent 
threatens to pound Oswald into mud, and calls him 
‘you wagtail’. The term describes die self-confident 
way of Oswald, yes; but more — the wagtail will be 
seen at such corners as the outflow of drains; more 
again — it was a term given to the character of a loo^ 
woman; and that finally achieves its full meaning in 
the play when at last Regan challenges Oswald on his 

relation with Goneril. ‘I, madam! 

The character of Gloucester is built up with many 
touches which are not all conspicuous, and which have 
the difficult duty of making his tragedy ‘his own fault , 
yet none the less pathetic, and always distinctly lower 
than that of Lear. The jovial coarseness in his intro- 
ducdon of his illegitimate son to Kent appeap 5° 
dicate the worse side of his earlier life. He is included 

in Kent’s equivocation: 

I have seen better faces in my time 

Than stands on any shoulder diat I sec 

Before me at this instant. 


When he comes over the heath in the storm ^ 
torch the Fool’s exclamation is ominous: ^Jow a 

little fire in a wide field were like an 
1 snark all the rest on s body cold. Look I here 

comes a walking fire.’ And finally, we have to 
from Edgar that the farmhouse, winch , j 

come a refuge for Lear, the ‘dark tower , held another 
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secret, and was grimly concerned with tlie making of 
the tragedy. Tlie eminence of Gloucester is his con- 
science. He is almost grateful for his aflliction: 

If I could bear it longer, and not fall 
To quarrel witli your great opposelcss wills, 

My snuff and loathed part of nature should 
Burn itself out. 

Of Lear we have many incidental characteristics. As 
has been shown, he is a curious student, and even at his 
worst limes can approach his torture with the calm of 
a Harvey: 'Then let them anatomize Regan, see what 
breeds zibout her heart. Is there any cause in nature 
that makes these hard hearts.^’ He is a lover of the 
English scene, and even as lie points to die map he 
expresses it 

With shadowy forests and widi champains rich'd. 
With plenteous rivers and wide-skirted meads. 

He is a reader of the classics, and seems when he men- 
tions ‘the mystery of things’ to have the title of Lucre- 
tius’ poem in his system; his ‘thunder-bearer’ and 
‘high-judging Jove’ are of the old poets. In hunting, 
hawking, archery, tournament, the art of war, and 
even football he has acquitted himself well, and 
through his decline lights up at the thought of them. 
The magnificence of the English sportsman is pre- 
sented in most aflfectionate tliough smiling fashion 
when, even at the culmination of his tragedy, as he 
holds dead Cordelia in his arms, Lear catches at a com- 
pliment to his mastery. 

Lear. I killed the slave that was a-hanging thee. 

Officer. ’Tis true, my lords, he did. 

Lear. Did I not, fellow.* 

I liave seen tlie day, with my good biting falchion. 

1 would have made them skip. 
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‘Every inch a king’, he has fallen short of perfection; 
but he has never fallen short of the desire for it, and 
under the punishment of fate and age and the wilder- 
ness he continues to ‘have one part in his heart that 
receives whatever may make his rule more equal, his 
feelings more imaginatively open to the problems of 
the unprivileged man. In short, Lear is, without daub- 
ing it furtlier’, as gifted and as generous a sovereign as 
ever could have the title of the King of Britain ; but we 
must know so much without any illuminated addresses 
from Shakespeare. 

It may be that a closer acquaintance with Shake- 
spearian criticism would have kept me from botching 
in my way the trains of thought already dignified 
by the scholarship of others. I will, however, run the 
risk of repeating tlie known or the obvious, while 1 
touch with pleasure on a facet of this play singu- 
larly bright with the originality of Shakespeare, yet 
composed of gleams and glances finely unstrained. 
As King Lear proceeds, much occurs to lighten the 
movement of the passions and allure the audience 
along, yet so, that the ultimate darkness must be 
deepened. One great instrument of this is the season 
and scenery. At first, this topic is unimportant, w 
are indoors. There have been eclipses in the sun and 
moon, but those can have but a chimerical concern with 
us It remains good hunting weather, but the plot turn , 
and the year turns. When Edgar is driven out, he must 

with presented nakedness outface 
The winds and persecutions of the sky; 

Siberian days, with beggars’ withered arms among 
withered trees and shaking ’sheepcotes and rmiU^ 
Wlien Lear is driven out, tl.e green before the bbo 
has yet to come; the hawthorn is merely the effigy 
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bony nakedness, and rain and hurricane seem to con- 
spire to destroy even tiie seed of life in tlie mould. 
Shelter itself is a war on humanity: ‘Fathom and half, 
fathom and half’ shrills poor Tom from his outhouse. 
But this is Nature’s last paroxysm. Afterwards she 
softens, and speaks 

In better phrase and matter than she did. 

The human tempest, wintriness and hunger do not 
follow her example. They become intenser. Glou- 
cester may be blinded, but he comes to the ‘chalky 
bourn* of Dover through Bclds of corn and flowers; 
above him the ‘shrill-gorged lark’ makes music, and 
below the lazy sea is murmuring, and the samphire- 
gatherer and fisherman are out and about. Lear may 
be demented, but he too moves among the ripening 
fields, and pulls flowers for his head, once unbonneted, 
wherever he likes; his eye meets the mating wren and 
‘small gilded fly’. In his final love-song or hymn to 
Cordelia, we feel that the sunshine is playing, and the 
‘gilded butterflies’ are coming even through prison 
bars. 

As it fell upon a day 

In the merry month of May — 

the sun goes out, the butterflies vanish, ‘all *s cheerless, 
dark, and deadly*. 

In making these notes upon the richness, and in- 
tuitive complexity, and clioral harmony of Shake- 
speare’s significances, I have limited myself to one 
play, and of that I have done little more than scratch 
the surface, with nothing like a plough. I fear, too, 
that such a style of literal criticism as I have attempted 
may make me seem guilty of shallow presumptuous- 
ness, like the ‘critic fly’ in Thomson’s Seasons, who 
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settled on the dome of St. Paul’s, and decided that the 
architecture of St. Paul’s was interestingly rough. But 
the points in King Lear which attracted me are not 
roughnesses, but unions of perfection; the mind of the 
dramatist is such that wherever we are perplexed we 
are safe in agreeing with the rustic summing up ‘the 
mystery of diings’; 'It all be done for a purpose’ — 
several purposes. 



G. Wilson Knight 

(b. 1897) 

THE OTHELLO MUSIC* 

I N Othello we are faced with the vividly particular 
rather than the vague and universal- The play as a 
whole has a distinct formal beauty: within it we are 
ever confronted witli beautiful and solid forms. The 
persons tend to appear as warmly human, concrete.! 
They are neither vaguely universalized, as in Lear or 
J\Lacbcthy nor deliberately mechanized and vitalized by 
the poet’s philosophic plan as in Alcasure for Measure 
and Timon — where the significance of the dramatic 
person is dependent almost wholly on our understand- 
,ing of the allegorical or symbolical meaning.|^It is true 
. thaLlago is here a mysterious, inhuQian_^cxeaturej3f un- 
/ limited cynicism ; but the very.presence pf the concrete 
' creations around, in differentiating him sharply from 
/ the rest, limits and defines him. Othello is a story of 
intrigue rather than a visionary statement. If, how- 
ever, we tend to regard Othello, Desdemona, and lago 
as suggestive symbols rather than human beings, we 
may, from a level view of their interaction, find a clear 
relation existing between Othello and other plays of 
the Hate-theme. Such an analysis will be here only in 
part satisfactory. It exposes certain underlying ideas, 
abstracts them from the original: it is less able to in- 
terpret the whole positive beauty of the play. With 
this important reservation, I shall push the interpre- 
tative method as far as possible. 

Othello is dominated by its protagonist. Its su- 
premely beautiful effects of style are ever expressions 

* The Wheel of Fire 
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of Othello’s personal passion. Thus, in first analysing 
Otliello’s poetry, we shall lay the basis for an under- 
standing of the play’s symbolism: this matter of style 
is, indeed, crucial, and I shall now indicate those 
qualities which clearly distinguish it from other Shake- 
spearian poetry. I It holds a rich music all its own, and 
possesses a unique solidity and precision ofpicturesque 
phrase or image, a peculiar chastity and serenity of 
thought. It is, as a rule, barren of direct metaphysical 
content. Its thought does not mesh widt the reader’s: 
rather it is ever outside us, aloof. This aloofness is the 
resultant of an inward aloofness of image from image, 
word from wordy^The dominant quality is separation, 
not, as is more usual in Shakespeare, cohesion. Con- 
sider these exquisite poetic movements: 

O heavy hour! 

Methinks it should be now a huge eclipse 
Of sun and moon, and that the affrighted globe 
Should yawn at alteration. (v. ii. 98) 

Or, 

It is the very error of the moon; 

She comes more nearer earth titan she was wont. 

And makes men mad.,^ (v. ii* *09) 

These are solid gems of poetry which lose little by 
divorce from their context: wherein they differ from 
the finest passages of Lear or Macbeth^ which arc as 
wild fiowers not to be uptorn from their rooted soil 1 
they are to live. In these two quotations we should 
note how the human drama is thrown into sudden 
contrast and vivid, unexpected relation witli the tre- 
mendous concrete machinery of the universe, whicfi 
is thought of in terms of individual heavenly bodies: 
‘sun’ and ‘moon’. The same effect is apparent in: 
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Nay, had she been true, 
llf heaven had made me such another world 
Of one entire and perfect chrysolite. 

I'd not have sold her for it. (v. ii. 143) 

^Notice the single word ‘chrysolite’ with its outstanding 
and remote beauty: this is typical of Othello. Now the 
effect in such passages is primarily one of contrast. The 
vastness of the night sky, and its moving planets, or 
the earth itself — liere conceived objectively as a solid, 
round, visualized object — these things, though thrown 
momentarily into sensible relation with the passions of 
man, yet remain vast, distant, separate, seen but not 
apprehended; something against which the dramatic 
movement nfay be silhouetted, but with which it can- 
not be merged. This poetic use of lieavenly bodies 
serves to elevate the theme, to raise issues infinite and 
unknowable. Those bodies are not, however, implicit 
symbols of man’s spirit, as in Lear', they remain dis- 
tinct, >isolated phenomena, sublimely decorative to the 
play, iln Macbeth and Lear man commands the 
elements and tlie stars : they are part of him. Compare 
the above quotations from Othello with this from Lear : 

You nimble lightnings, dart your blinding flames 
Into her scornful eyes! Infect her beauty. 

You fen-suck’d fogs, drawn by the powerful sun, 

To fall and blast her pride. (it. iv. 167) 

This is typical : natural images are given a human value. 
They are insignificant, visually : their value is only that 
which they bring to the human passion which cries out 
to them. Their aesthetic grandeur, in and for them- 
selves, is not relevant to die Lear-universe. So, too, 
Macbeth cries 

Stars, hide your fires; 

Let not light see my black and deep desires, (i. iv. 50) 
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And Lady Macbeth: 

Come, thick night, 

And pall thee in die dunnest smoke of hell, 

That my keen knife see not die wound it makes, 

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark. 

To cry ‘Hold, hold!' 0- 5*) 


Here, and in the Lear extract, there is no clear visual 
effect as in tremendous images and sugges- 

tions are evoked only to be blurred as images by the 
more powerful passion which calls them into being.' 
Images in Macbeth are thus continually vague,: 
mastered by passion; apprehended, but not seen. In 
Othello’s poetry they are concrete, detached; seen but 
not apprehended. We meet die same effect in: 

Like to the Pontic sea. 

Whose icy current and conpulsivc course . 

Ne’er feels retiring ebb, but keeps due on 
To the Propontic and the Hellespont, 

Even so my bloody thoughts, with violent pace, 
Shall ne’er look back, ne’er ebb to humble love, 

Till that a capable and wide revenge 

Swallow them up. Now, by yond marble heaven. 

In the due reverence of a sacred vow • 

I here engage my words. 0»- 4?3; 


This is, indeed, a typical speech. The long compari- 
son, explicitly made, where in Lear or Macbeth a senes 
of swiftly evolving metaphors would be more charac- 
teristic, is another example of the separateness obtain- 
ino- throughout JO/Ae//o. There is no fusing of word 
wkli word, rather a careful juxtaposition of one word 
or image with another. And diere are again the grand 
single words, ‘Propontic’, ‘Hellespont , with their 
sharp, clear, consonant sounds, constituting e ne 
aural solids typical of die Othello music; indeed, hne 



THE OTHELLO MUSIC 347 

single words, especially proper names, are a character- 
isiic of this play\— Anthropophagi, Oitomites, Arabian 
trees, ‘the base Indian’, the Eg>'ptian, Palestine, Maure- 
tania, the Sagittary, Olympus, Mandragora, Othello, 
Desdemona. This is a rough assortment, not all used 
by Otliello, but it points the Othello quality of rich, 
often expressly consonantal, outstanding words./ Now 
Othello’s praver, with its ‘marble heaven’, is most 
typical and illustrative. One watches the figure ot 
Othello silhouetted against a flat, solid, moveless sky: 
there is a plastic, static suggestion about the image. 
Compare it with a similar Lear-prayer: 

O heavens, 

If you do love old men, if your sweet sway 
Allow obedience, if yourselves are old. 

Make it your cause; send down and take my part! 

(ii. iv. 192) 

Here we do not watch Lear: ‘We are Lear’. There is 
no visual efl'ect, no rigid subject-object relation be- 
tween Lear and ‘the heavens’, nor any contrast, but an 
absolute unspatial unity of spirit. The heavens blend 
with Lear’s prayer, each is part of the other. There is 
an intimate interdependence, not a mere juxtaposition. 
Lear tlius identifies himself in kind with the heavens to 
which he addresses himself directly; Othello speaks of 
‘yon marble heaven’, in the third person, and swears by 
it, does not pray to it. It is conceived as outside his 
interests. 

Now this detached style, most excellent in point of 
clarity and stateliness, tends also to lose sometliing in 
respect of power, j At moments of great tension, tlie 
Otliello style fails of a supreme effect. ^Capable of fine 
things quite unmatched in their particular quality in 
any other play, it nevertlieless sinks sometimes to a 
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Studied artificiality, nerveless and without force. For 
example, Othello thinks of himself as: 

. . . one whose subdued eyes, 

Albeit unused to the melting mood, 

Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees 

Their medicinal gum. (v. ii. 34S) 

Beside this we might place Macduff’s 

O I could play the woman with mine eyes 

And braggart with my tongue! But, gentle heavens, 

Cut short all intermission . . . (iv. iii. 230) 

Now Othello’s lines here have a certain restrained, 
melodic beauty, like the 'Pontic sea’ passage; both 
speeches use the typical Othello picturesque image or 
word; both compare, by simile, the passion of man 
with some picture delightful in itself, whicli is de- 
veloped for its own sake, slightly over-developed — so 
that the final result makes us forget the emotion in con- 
templation of the image. Beauty has been imposed on 
human sorrow, rather than shown to be intrinsic there- 
in. But Macduff’s passionate utterance has not time 
to paint word-pictures of ‘yon marble heaven’, or to 
search for abstruse geographical images of the Helles- 
pont, or ArabiaJ There is more force in his first line 
than all Othello’s slightly over-strained phraseology 
of ‘subdued eyes’ and ‘melting mood’. Its strength 
derives from the compression of metaphor and the 
sudden heightened significance of a single, very com- 
monplace word (‘woman’), whereas tlie other style 
deliberately refuses power in the level prolixity ol 
simile, and searches always for the picturesque. » 1 he 
Othello style is diffuse: leisurely, like a meandering 
river; ‘the Macbeth style compressed, concentrated, 
and explosive; often jerky, leaping like a mountain 
torrent. But metaphor is not essential to intenses 
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Shakespearian power. Another, still finer, passage 
from Lear on the same theme might be adduced: 

Cordelia. How does my royal lord.^ How fares your 
majesty ? 

Lear. You do me wrong to take me out o’ die grave: 
Tliou art a soul in bliss; but I am bound 
Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears 
Do scald like molten lead. (iv. vii. 44) 

The extraordinary force of that ending is gained by 
simile: but there is no diffusion of content, no accent 
that does not carry the maximum of emotion. It is 
even more powerful than Macduff’s speecli, since it 
lacks excitability: it has the control and dignity of 
Othello’s with the compressed, explosive quality of 
Macduff’s, j The Othello style does not compass the 
overpowering effects of Macbeth or Lear: nor does it, 
as a rule, aim at them. At the most agonizing moments 
of Othello’s story, however, there is apparent weak- 
ness: we find an exaggerated, false rhetoric. There is 
a speech in Othello that begins in the typical restrained 
manner, but degenerates finally to what might almost 
be called bombast. It starts: 

Where should Othello go.^ 

Now, how dost thou look now.^ O ill-starr’d wench! 
Pale as thy smock! When we shall meet at compt. 
This look of thine will hurl my soul from heaven. 

And fiends will snatch at it. Cold, cold, my girl! 

Even like tliy chastity. (v. ii. 271) 

Here we have the perfection of the Othello style.i 
Concrete, visual, detached. Compare it with Lear’s. 
‘Tliou art a soul in bliss . . where die effect, though 
perhaps more powerful and immediate, is yet vague, 
intangible, spiritualized. Now this speech, started in 
a style that can in its own way challenge that of Zcar, 
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rapidly degenerates as Othello’s mind is represented as 
collapsing under the extreme of anguish; 

O cursed slave! 

Whip me, ye devils. 

From the possession of tliis heavenly sight! 

Blow me about in winds! roast me in sulphur! 

Waslt me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire! 

O Desdemona! Desdemona! dead! 

Oh! Oh! Oh! 

There is a sudden reversal of poetic beauty; these lines 
lack cogency because they exaggerate rather than con- 
centrate the emotion. Place beside tliese violent escha- 
tological images the passage from Lear'. 

And my poor fool is hang’d! No, no, no life! 

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have lifq. 

And thou no breath at all.^ Thou’lt come no more. 
Never, never, never, never, never! 

Pray you, undo this button: thank you. Sir. 

Do you see this? Look on her, look, her l«ps, 

Look there, look there! (v. iii- 

Notice by what rough, homely images the passion is 
transmitted — which are as truly an integral part of the 
naturalism of Lear as the mosaic and polished phrase, 
and the abstruse and picturesque allusion is, in its best 
passages, a characteristic of Othello’s 
the extreme, slightly exaggerated beauty of Othello s 
language is not maintained. This is even more true 
elsewhere. Othello, who usually luxuriates in deliber- 
ate and magnificent rhetoric, raves, falls in a trance; 

Lie with her! lie on her! We s.iy lie on her, when they 
belie her. Lie with her! that ’s fulsome— Handkerchief 
confessions— liandkerchief! To confess, and be hanged 
for his labour; first, to be hanged, and then to confess-- 
I tremble at it. Nature would not invest herself in such 
shadowing passion without some instruction. It is no 
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words that shake me thus. Pish! Noses, ears, and lips. — 
Is’t possible.^ — Confess — handkerchief! — O devil! 

(IV. i. 34) 

Now, whereas Lear’s madness never lacks artistic 
meaning, whereas its most extravagant and grotesque 
effects are presented with imaginative cogency, Othello 
can voice words like these. Tliis is the lago-spirit, the 
lago-mcdicine, at work, like an acid eating into bright 
metal. This is the primary fact of Othello and there- 
fore of the play: something of solid beauty is under- 
mined, wedged open so that it exposes an extreme 
ugliness. When Othello is represented as enduring 
loss of control he is, as Macbeth and Lear never are, 
ugly, idiotic; but when he has full control he attains an 
architectural stateliness of quarried speech, a silver 
rhetoric of a kind unique in Shakespeare: 

It is the cause, it is the cause, my soul, — 

Let me not name it to you, you cliaste stars!— 

It is the cause. Yet Til not shed her blood; 

Nor scar that whiter skin of hers than snow, 

And smooth as monumental alabaster. 

Yet she must die, else she'll betray more men. 

Put out the light, and then put out the light: 

If I quench thee, thou flaming minister, 

I can again thy former light restore. 

Should 1 repent me: but once put out thy light. 

Thou cunning’st pattern of excelling nature, 

I know not where is that Prometliean heat 

That can thy light relume. When I have pluck’d the rose, 

I cannot give it vital growth again. 

It needs must wither: I’ll smell it on the tree. (v. ii. 1 ) 

This is tlie noble Otliello music: higlily-coloured, rich 
in sound and phrase, stately. Each word solidifies 
as it takes its place in the pattern. This speech well 
illustrates the Othello style: the visual or tactile 
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suggestion — ‘whiter skin of hers tlian snow’, ‘smooth 
as monumental alabaster’; the slightly over-decorative 
phrase, ‘flaming minister’; the momentary juxtaposi- 
tion of humanity and the vast spaces of the night, the 
‘chaste stars’; the concrete imagery of ‘thou cunning’st 
pattern of excelling nature’, and the lengthy compari- 
son of life with light; the presence of simple forward- 
flowing clarity of dignified statement and of simile 
in place of the superlogical w'elding of thought with 
molten thought as in the more compressed, agile, 
and concentrated poetry of Macbeth and Lear\ and 
the fine, outstanding single word, ‘Promethean’. In 
these respects Othello’s speech is nearer the style of 
the aftermath of Elizabethan literature, tlie settled 
lava of that fiery eruption, which gave us the solid 
image of Marvell and thd ‘marmoreal phrase’ of 
Browne: it is the most Miltonic thing in Shakespeare. 

Now this peculiarity of style directs our interpreta- 
tion in two ways. First, the tremendous reversal from 
extreme, almost over-decorative, beauty, to extreme 
ugliness — both of a kind unusual in Shakespeare 
will be seen to reflect a primary truth about tlie play,' 
That I will demonstrate later in my essay. Second, the 
concreteness and separation of image, word, or phrase, 
contrasting with the close-knit language elsewhere, 
suggests a proper approach to Othello which is not 
proper to Macbeth or Lear. Separation is the rule 
througliout Othello. Whereas in Macbeth and Lear wc 
have one dominant atmosphere, built of a myriad 
subtleties of thought and phraseoloj?y entwining 
throughout, subduing our minds wholly to their re- 
spective visions, whereas each has a 
expresses as a whole a single statement, 
rather of outstanding dilferences. In Othello a i^ 
silhouetted, defined, concrete. Now' instead of rea lUc 
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a unique, pervading, atmospheric suggestion gener- 
ally our key lo interpretation of v/liai happens 
tltat atmospliere — we must here read the meaning of 
separate persons. The persons here are truly separate. 
Lear, Cordelia, Edmund all grow out of the Lcar- 
universe, all are levelled by its characteristic atmo- 
sphere, all blend with it and with each other, so that 
thev are less closely and vividly defined. They lack 
solidity'. Othello, Desdemona, lago, however, are 
clearly and vividly separate. All hejfe— r-but lago — arej 
solid, concrete. Contrast is raised to its highest pitch. | 
Othello is statuesque, Desdertiona riiost concretely* 
uiman and individual, lagb, if not human or in any 
j usual sense ‘realistic’, is quite unique.; Within analysis 
C£)f these three persons and'tlieir interaction lies the 
meaning of Othello. In Macbeth or Lear we interpret 
primarily a singleness of vision. Here, confronted 
with a significant diversity, we must have regard to the 
essential relation existing between the three main per- 
sonal conceptions. Interpretation must be based not on 
unity but diftereiuiation. Therefiire I shall pursue an 
examination of tins triple symbolism, which analysis 
will finally resolve the difficulty of Othello’s speech, 
wavering as it does between what at first sight appear an 
almost artificial beauty’ and an equally inartistic ugliness. 

1 Othello radiates a world of romantic, heroic, 
and picturesque adventure. All about him is highly 
coloured- He is a Moor; he is noble and generally 
respected; he is proud in the riches of his achievement. 
Now his prowess as a soldier is emphasized. His arms 
have spent ‘their dearest action in the tented field’ 
(i. iii. 85). Again, 

The tyrant custom, most grave Senators, 

Hath made the flinty and steel couch of war 
My thrice-driven bed of down. (i. iii. 230) 
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His iron warriorship is suggested throughout. lago 

says ; 

Can he be angry ? I have seen the cannon. 

When it hath blown his ranks into the air. 

And, like the devil, from his very arm 
Puff’d his own brother: — and can he be angry? 
Something of moment then: I will go meet him: 

There’s matter in’t indeed, if he be angry. 

(hi. iv. 134 ) 


And Lodovico: 

Is this the nature 

Whom passion could not shake? Whose solid virtue 
The shot of accident, nor dart of chance, 

Could neither graze nor pierce? (>v. i- 276 ) 

But we also meet a curious discrepancy. Othello 
tells us: 

Rude am I in my speech, 

And little bless’d with the soft phrase of peace. 

(i. in. 18) 


Yet the dominant quality in tliis play is Uie exquisitely 
moulded language, the noble cadence and chiselled 
phrase, of Othello’s poetry. Othello’s speech, there- 
fore, reflects not a soldier’s language, but the quality 
of soldiership in all its glamour of romantic adventure: 
it holds an imaginative realism. It has a certain exotic 
beauty, is a storied and romantic treasure-house of rich, 
colourful experiences. He recounts his adventures, 


telling of antres vast and deserts idle, 

Rough quarries, rocks, and hiUs whose heads_toucJ. 
heaven, ^ * 

of Cannibals, and the Anthropophagi, and ‘men whose 
heads do grow beneath their shoulders (l. 

He tells Desdemona of the handkerchief given by an 


Egyptian’ to his mother: 
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’Tis true: tliere’s magic in the web of it: 

A sibyl, that had number’d in the ^ orld 
The sun to course two hundred compasses. 

In her prophetic fury sew’d the work; 

The worms w'ere hallow'd that did breed the silk. 
And it was dyed in mummy which the skilful 
Consers'ed of maidens’ hearts. (ill. iv. 69> 

Swords are vivid, spiritualized things to Othello. 
There is his famous line: 


Keep up your bright sw'ords, for the dew will rust them. 

(i. ii. 59) 

And in the last scene, he says; 

I have anotlter weapon in this chamber; 

It is a sw'ord of Spain, the ice-brook’s temper. 

(v. ii. 2^ 2) 


In his address at the end, he speaks of himself as 

one whose hand. 

Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away 

Richer than all his tribe. (v. ii. 346) 


His tears flow as the gum from ‘Arabian trees’ (v. ii. 
350); he recounts how in Aleppo he smote ‘a malig- 
nant and a turban’d Turk’ (v. ii. 352) for insulting 
Venice. Finally there is his noble apostrophe to his 
lost ‘occupation’. 


Farewell the plumed troop and the big wars. 

That make ambition virtue! O, farewell! 

Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump, 
The spirit-stirring drum, the ear-piercing fife. 

The royal banner and all quality, 

Pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war! 

And, O you mortal engines, whose rude throats 
The immortal Jove’s dread clamours counterfeit. 
Farewell! Othello’s occupation’s gone. 

(ni. iii. 349) 
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Again, wc have the addition of phrase to separate 
phrase, rather than the interdependence, the evolution 
of tliought from thought, the clinging mesh of close- 
bound suggestions of otlier plays. Now this noble 
eulogy of war is intrinsic to the Othello conception. 
War is in his blood. When Desdemona accepts him, 
she knows she must not be *a moth of peace’ (i. iii. 257)* 
Othello is a compound of highly-coloured, romantic 
adventure — he is himself ‘coloured’ — and War; to- 
gether with a great pride and a great faith in those 
realities. His very life is dependent on a fundamental 
belief in the validity and nobility of human action— 
with, perhaps, a strong tendency towards his own 
achievement in particular. Now War, in Shakespeare, 
is usually a positive spiritual value, like Love. There 
is reference to the soldiership of the protagonist in all 
the plays analysed in my present treatment. Soldier- 
ship is almost the condition of nobility, and so the 
Shakespearian hero is usually a soldier, iheretore 
Othello, with reference to the Shakespearian universe, 
h^omes automatically a symbol of faith in human 
N^lucs of Love, War, of Romance in a wide and 
sweeping sense. He is, as it were, conscious ol a 
he stands for: from the first to the last he loves hs 

own romantic history. He is ‘^Like 

to these values, has faith and pride in both. 
Troilus he is conceived as extraordinarily direct, 
simple, •credulous’ (iv. i. 46)- Othello 
in the action of the play, may be considered the g 
‘pHes? of human cn'dcavour. robed in the ve— 
of Romance, whom we watch serving m the Temp 
War at the Altar of Love’s Divinity. 

Desdemona is his divinity. She is, at the » 

warmly human. There is a certain domestic fernminuy 

about her. She is ‘a maiden never bold (i. m. 94)- 
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hear t}iat ‘the house affairs’ (had Cordelia any?) drew 
her often from Othello’s narrative (i. iii. 147). But she 
asks to hear the wliole history; 


I did consent. 

And often did beguile licr of her tears, 

Vi' hen I did speak of some distressful stroke 
That my youth suffered. My stor>' being done, 

She gave me for my pains a world of siglis: 

She swore, in faith, ’twas strange, 'twas passing strange, 
’T%\as pitiful, ’ttsas wondrous pitiful: 

She wish’d she had not heard it, yet she wish’d 
1 hat heaven had made her such a man. (1. iii. 155) 


The same domesticity and gentleness is apparent 
throughout. She talks of ‘to-night at supper’ (iii. 
iii. 57) or ‘to-morrow dinner’ (iii. iii. 58); she is 
typically feminine in her attempt to help Cassio, and 

her pity for him. This is how slic describes her suit 
to Othello: 

Why, tliis is not a boon; 

’Tis as I should entreat you wear your gloves, 

Or feed on nourishing dishes, or keep you warm. 

Or sue to you to do a peculiar profit 

To your own person . . . Hj. 

— a speech reflecting a world of sex-contrast. 
would bind Odiello’s head with her handkerchieT-^ 
that handkerchief which is to become a terrific symbol I 
of Othello s jealousy. Tlie Othello world is eminently 
domestic, and Desdemona expressly feminine.-s We / 
hear of her needlework (iv. i. 198), her fan, gloves, 
mask (iv. ii, 9). In the exquisite ‘willow’-song scene j 
we see her with her maid, Emilia. Emilia gives her/ 
‘her nightly w'earing’ (iv. iii. 16). Emilia says she has/ 
laid on her bed the ‘wedding-sheets’ (iv. ii. 105) Des-( 
demona asked for. Tlien there is the Willow-Song/ 
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brokenly sung whilst Emilia ‘unpins’ (iv. iii. 34) Des- 
demona’s dress: 

My mother had a maid called Barbara: 

She was in love, and he she loved proved mad 
And did forsake her . . . (tv. iii. 26) 

. [The extreme beauty and pathos of this scene is largely 
1 dependent on the domesticity of it. Othello is emi- 

Inently a domestic tragedy. But this element in the play 
is yet to be related to another more universal element. 
Othello is concretely human , so is De_sd eiy)na. 
Othello is very much the typical middle-aged bachelor 
entering matrimony late in life, but he is also, to trans- 
pose a phrase of lago’s, a symbol of human especially 
masculinc-^^'pu'rposer courage; and valour (iv. in. 
217), and, in a final judgement, is seen to represent tlic 
idea of human faith and value in a very wide sense. 
Now Desdemona, also very human, wit h an individu al 
aafficsnt leminincjHlrrri and sim plia ty, is yei^o a 
symbol of womanjn general ijljng “"kno^^as 
of marriage with the mystery^man. Beyond thi^ 

the far flight of_a i^nscendental interpr^a^^n, it 

clear fliat she 'becomes a symbol of man s th 

supreme value of Love. At 'he limit of the seri« of 
rvftier and wider suggestions which appear 
ginative contemplation of a poetic ^>^^01 she is to be 
Equated with the Divine Principle. Now in one scene 

of OMlo, and one only, 

breaks across the vividly human, domestic 

this play. As everything in Othello is separated, 

fined^^so the plot itself is in two distinct geographical 

dwtions: Venice and Cyprus. D-dento.p» 

safety and calm of her 

Cypihs afid th'e'tempest of die 

■^igr>*<~'plo t_ji^ihs to work' m^jhejgppofl P 

■ jiorm-scen c^ ^ftgen . important. 
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\ Sto rms are cont i nually symb ols of iraj;cdy in Shake- 

tliis scene contams" some most vivid 
imaginative efTects, among them passages of fine 
storm-poetry of the usual kind; 


For do but stand upon the foaming shore, 

The chidden billow seems to pelt the clouds; 

The wind-shaked surge, with high and monstrous m:ine, 
Seems to cast water on the burning bear, 

And quench the guards of the ever-fixed pole: 

I never did like molestation view, 

On the enchafed flood. fu | ••'s 


Phis storm-po etiy is here closely associated \% ith the 
human elemem. And in this scene, wliere direct stormi- 
symboTTsm occurs, it is noteworthy that the figures oH 
Desdemona and Othello are both strongly idealized; \ 

Cassio. Tempests themselves, high seas and howling 
winds, ^ 

The gutter’d rocks and congregated sands, — ] 

Traitors ensteep’d to clog the guiltless keel, ' 

As having sense of beauty, do omit * 

Their mortal natures, letting go safely by 
The divine Desdemona. 

Montano. What is shc.^ 

Cassto, She that I spake of, our great captain’s captain 
Left in the conduct of the bold lago, i 

Whose footing here anticipates our thoughts I 

A se’nnight’s speed. Great Jove, Othello guard, 

And swell his sail with thine owm powerful breath 
1 hat he may bless this bay with his tall ship, * 
Make love’s quick pants in Desdemona’s arms 
Give renewed fire to our extincied spirits, * 

And bring all Cyprus comfort! 

Enter Desdtmonay 


Ti • 1 r I , . . behold, 

I lie nches of the ship is come on shore! 

re men of Cyprus, let her have your knees. 
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Hail to thee, lady! and the grace of heaven, 
Before, behind tliee, and on every hand, 

Enwheel thee round! (ii. i. 68) 

Desdemona is thus endued with a certain transcendent 
quality of beauty and grace. She ‘paragons description 
and u ild fame’ says Cassio: she is 

One tliat excels the quirks of blazoning pens, 

And in the essential vesture of creation 

Docs tire the ingener. (ii. i. 6}) 

And Othello enters the port of Cyprus as a hero com* 
ing to ‘bring comfort’, to ‘give renewed fire’ to men. 
The entry of Desdemona and that of Othello are both 
heralded by discharge of guns: which both merges 
finely with the tempest-symbolism and the violent 
stress and excitement of the scene as a whole, a nd 
heightens our sense of the warrior nobility~of the ^o* 
tagomst and his wife", suE^_ed_ as s he is ‘to tliTye ry 
qu alitV" o f her lord'^T. iii. 252). Meeting Desdemona, 
he speaks : 

Othello. O my fair warrior! 

Desdemona. My dear Othello! 

Othello. It gives me wonder great as my content 
To see you here before me. O my soul’s joy! 

If after every tempest come such calms. 

May the winds blow till they have waken’d death! 
And let the labouring bark climb hills of seas 
Olympus-high and duck again as low 
As hell’s from heaven! If it were now to die, 
'Twere now to be most happy; for, I fear. 

My soul hath her content so absolute 
That not another comfortjike to tl)is 
Succeeds in unknown fate. (ii. >• >84) 

This is the harmonious marriage of true and noble 
minds. Othello, Desdemona, and their love are here 
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apparent, in this scene of storm and reverberating dis- 
charge of cannon, as things of noble and conquering 
strength: they radiate romantic valour. Othello is es- 
sential man in all his prowess and protective strength; 
Desdemona essential woman, gentle, loving, brave 
in trust of her warrior husband. The, war is over. 
Tlie storfti of sea or bruit of cannonade are power- 
less to hurt them: yet there is another storm brew- 
ing in the venomed mind_ of lago. Instead of 
merging with and accompanymg'tragedy the storm 
here is thus contrasted with the following tragic events: 
as usual in Othello^ contrast and separation take the I 
place of fusion and unity. This scene is thus a micro- i 
cosm of the play, reflecting its action. Colours which 
are elsewhere softly toned are here splashed vividly on 
the play’s canvas. Here especially Othello appears a 
prince pOicrpes, Desd emona is lit bv a divine femin ine [ 
radia nce: b oth a rc trans figured. They are shown as ! 
coming safe to land, by Heaven’s ‘grace’, triumphant, 
braving war and tempestuous seas, guns thundering 
their welcome. The reference of all this, on the plane 
of high poetic symbolism, to the play as a whole is 
evident. 

Now ag.njnst the^ two I ^go p its his. Oijcjlecu. In H 
this scene too Ta 2 ;o 23 i£laciiS..iiini^ with especial fjl 


clarity: 


O gentle lady, do not put me to’t; 
For I am nodiing, if not critical. 


(n. i. 1 19) 


His conversation with Desdemona reveals his philo- 
sophy. Presented under the cloak of fun, it exposes 
nevertheless his attitude to life: that of the cynic. 
Roderigo is his natural companion: the fool is a 
convenient implement, and at the same time con- 
tinual food for his philosophy. Now Othello and 
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Desdemona ^re radiant^ beautiful : lago opposes them, 
critical, intellectual. Like cold steel his cynic skill will 
run through the warm body of their love. Asked to 
praise Desdemona, he draws a picture of womanly 
goodness in a vein of mockery. And concludes: 

lagft. She was a wight if ever such wiglit were — 
Disdemona. To do what? 

logo. To suckle fools and chronicle small beer. 

(II. i. 159) 

Here is his reason for hating Othello’s and Desde- 
mona’s love; he hates their beauty, to him a mean- 
ingless, stupid thing. That is lago. Cynicism is hisi 
philosophy, his very life, his ‘motive’ in working 
Othello’s ruin. The play turns on this theme; the 
cynical intellect pitted against a lovable humanity 
transfigured by qualities of heroism and grace. As 
Desdemona and Othello embrace he says; 

O you are well tuned now! 

I But I’ll set dow’n the pegs that make this music, 

As honest as I am. (ii. i. 201) 

‘Music’ is apt; we remember Othello’s rich harmony 
of words. Against the Othello music lago concen- 
trates all the forces of cynic villainy, 
lago’s cynicism is recurrent: 

Virtue! a fig! 'tis in ourselves that wc are thus or 
thus ... 0 ’ 


Love to him is 

. . . merely a lust of the blood and a permission of the 
will. , 0 - “*• 339) 


le believes Othello’s and Desdemona’s happiness will 
e short-lived, since lie puts no faith in the validity of 
ove. Early in the play he tells Roderigo; 
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It cannot be tliat Dcsdemona should long continue her 
love to the Moor . . . nor he his to her . . . These Moors 
are changeable in their wills ... the food that to him now 
is as luscious as locusts, shall be to him shortly as bitter as 
coloquintida. She must change to youth: when she is 
sated with his body, she will find the error of her choice: 
she must have change, she must. (i. iii. 347) 

This is probably lago’s sincere belief, his usual attitude 
to love; he is not necessarily deceiving Roderigo. 
After this, when he is alone, we hear that he suspects 
Othello with his own wife: nor are we surprised. And, 
finally, his own cynical beliefs suggest to him a way of 
spiting Othello. He thinks of Cassio: 


After some time, to abuse Othello’s car 

That he is too familiar w'ith his wife. (i. hi. 401) 

The order is important : lago first states Iiis disbelief in 
Othello s and Desdemona’s continued love, and next 
thinks of a way of precipitating its end. That is, he 
puts his cynicism into action. The same rhythmic 
sequence occurs later. lago witnesses Cassio’s meeting 
with Desdemona at Cyprus, and comments as follows: j 

He takes her by the palm: ay, well said, whisper: with ' 
as little a web as this will I ensnare as great a fly as Cassio. 
Ay, smile upon her, do; I will gyve thee in thine own 

- (II. i. 170) 


lap believes Cassio loves Desdemona. He Itas an- 
other epical conversation with Roderigo as to Des- 
dernona’s chances of finding satisfaction with Othello 
and the probability of her love for Cassio (ii. i, 223- 
79). A kiss, to lago, cannot be ‘courtesy’: it is 

Lechery, by this hand; an index and obscure prologue I 

to the history of lust and foul thoughts. (n. i. aiSj) - ^ 

lago is sincere pough and means what he says. 
Cynicism is die key to liis mind and actions. After 
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Roderigo’s departure, he again refers to his suspicions 
of Otliello — and Cassio too— with his own wife. He 
asserts definitely — and here there is no Roderigo to 
impress — liis belief in Cassio’s guilt: 

That Cassio loves her, I do well believe it; 

That she loves him, ’tis apt and of great credit. 

(ii. i.295) 




In this soliloquy he gets his plans clearer; again, 
they are suggested by what he believes to be truth. I 
do not suggest that lago lacks conscious villainy; far 
from it. Besides, in another passage he shows that he 
is aware of Desdemona’s innocence (iv. i. 48). But it 
is important that we observe how his attitude to life 
casts tlie form and figure of his meditated revenge. 
Mis plan arises out of the cynical depths of his nature. 
When, at the end, he says, T told him what I thought’ 
(v. ii. 176), he is speaking at least a half-truth. He 
hates the romance of Odiello and tlie loveliness of 
Desdemona because he is by nature the enemy of these 
things. Cassio, he says, 


liath a daily beauty in his life 
That makes mine ugly. 


(v. i. 19) 


This is his ‘motive’ throughout: other suggestions are 
, surface deep onlj*. H^s cynicism loathing beauty, re- 
' fusing to allow its existence. Hence the venom of his 
j plot: the plot is lago — both are ultimate, causeless, 

i self-begotten. lagois-cynicism incarnate and projected 

/ intaacLtion. ... 1 

lago is thus utterly devilish: there is no weakness in 

Jiis casing armour of unrepentant villainy. He i^s a kind 

;of Mephistophelcs, closely equivalent to Goethes 

/ devil, the two possessing the same qualities of mockery 

/ and easy cynicism. Thus he is called a liellish villain 
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by Lodovico (v. ii. 368), a ‘demi-devil’ by Othello 
(v. ii. 301). Othello says: 

I look down towards his feet; but that’s a fable. 

If tliat thou be’est a devil, I cannot kill thee. 

(v. ii. 286) 

lago himself recognizes a kinship: 

Hell and night 

Must bring tliis monstrous bird) to the world’s sight. 

(i. iii. 409) 

And, ^ 

Divinity of hell ! 

When devils will the blackest sins put on, 

They do suggest at first wid) heavenly shows 
As I do now. (ir. iii. 356) 

He knows that his ‘poison’ (iii. iii. 325) will ‘burn like 
the mines of sulphur’ (in. iii. 329) in Othello. Thus 
lago is, to Othello, the antithesis of Desdemona; the 
relation is that of the spirit of denial to the divine 
principle. Desdemona 'plays the god’ (11. iii. 353) with 
Othello: if she is false, ‘heaven mocks itself’ (iii. iii. 
278). During the action, as lago’s plot succeeds, her 
essential divinity changes, for Othello, to a thing 
hideous and devilish — that is to its antithesis; 

Her name that was as fresh 
As Dian’s visage, is now begrimed and black 
As mine own face. (ni. Hi, 386) 

She is now ‘devil’ (iv. i. 25 i, 256) or ‘the fair devil’ (iii. 
iii. 478); her hand, a ‘sweadng devil’ (in. iv. 42); the 
‘devils themselves’ wdll fear to seize her for her 
heavenly looks (iv. ii. 35). Thus lago, himself a kind 
of devil, insidiously eats his way into tliis world of 
romance, cliivalry, nobility. The word ‘devil’ occurs I 
frequendy in the latter acts : devils are alive here, ugly 
litde demons of black disgrace. Tliey swarm over the 
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mental liorizon of the play, occurring frequently. lago 
is directly or indirectly their author and originator. 
‘Devil’, ‘heir, ‘damnation’ — these words are recurrent, 
and continually juxtaposed to thoughts of ‘heaven’, 
prayer, angels. We are clearly set amid ‘heaven and 
men and devils’ (v. ii. 221). Such terms are related 
here primarily to sexual impurity. In Othello^ pure 
love is the supreme good; impurity, damnation. Tliis 
pervading religious tonal significance relating to in- 
fidelity explains lines such as: 

Turn thy complexion there. 

Patience, thou young and rose-lipped cherubin, — 
Ay, there, look grim as hell! (iv. ii. 62) 

Othello addresses Emilia: 

You, mistress. 

That have the ofTice opposite to Saint Peter, 

And keep the gate of hell! (iv. ii- 90) 

Here faithful love is to be identified with ‘the divine’, 
the ‘heavenly’; unfaithful love, or the mistrust which 
imagines it, or the cynic that gives birth to that ima- 
gination — all these are to be identified with ‘the devil’. 
The hero is set between the forces of divinity and hell. 
The forces of hell win and pure love lies slain. There- 
fore Othello cries to ‘devils’ to whip him from that 
‘heavenly’ sight (v. ii. 277). He knows himself to have 
been entrapped by hell-forces. The lago-Devil 

association is of importance. 

Now it will be remembered that Othello is a play of 
concrete forms. This world is a world of visual images, 
colour, and romance. It will also be clear that the 
mesh of devil-references I have just suggested show a 
mental horizon black, formless, colourless. They con- 
trast with the solid, chiselled, enamelled Othcllo-stylc 
elsewhere. This devil-world is insubstantial, vague, 
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negative. Now on the plane of personification we sec 
that Othello and Desdemona are concrete, moulded of 
flesh and blood, warm. lago contrasts with them 
metaphysically as well as morally; he is unlimited, 
formless villainy. He is the spirit of denial, wholly 
negative. He never has visual reality. He is further 
blurred by the fact of his being something quite differ- 
'ent from what he appears to the others. Is he to look 
|like a bluff soldier, or Mephistopheles.^ He is a differ- 
Vent kind of being from Othello and Desdemona; he 
belongs to a different world. Tliey, by their very 
existence, assert the positive beauty of created forms — 
hence Othello’s perfected style of speech, his strong 
human appeal, liis faith in creation’s values of Love 
and War. This world of created forms, this sculptural 
and yet pulsing ^eauty, the lago-spirit undermines, 
poisons, disintegrates, .lago is a demon of cynicism, 
colourless, formless, in a world of colours, shapes, and 
poetry’s music. Of all these he would create chaos. 
Othello’s words are apt: 

Excellent wretch! Perdition catch my soul 

But I do love thee! And when I love thee not. 

Chaos is come again. (iii. iii. 90) 

Chaos indeed. ,Iago works at the foundations of 
human values. Cassio is a soldier; he ruins him as a 
soldier, makes him drunk. So he ruins both Othello’s 
love and warrior-heart. He makes him absurd, ugly. 
Toward the end of the play there is hideous sugges- 
tion. We hear of 'cords, knives, poison’ (ni. iii. 388), 
of lovers 'as prime as goats, as hot as monkeys’ (111. 
iii. 403); we meet Bianca, the whore, told by Cassio to 
'throw her vile guesses in the devil's teeth’ (m. iv. 
184); there are Othello’s incoherent mutterings, 'Pish! 
Noses, ears and lips!’ (iv. i. 4z), he will 'chop’ 
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Desdemona ‘into messes’ (iv. i. 21 1); she reminds 
him of ‘foul toads’ (iv. ii. 61). Watching Cassio, he 
descends to this: 

O! I see tliat nose of yours, but not that dog I sliall 
throw it to. (iv. i. 146) 

Othello strikes Desdemona, behaves like a raging 
beast. ‘Fire and brimstone!’ (iv. i. 245) lie cries, and 
again, ‘Goats and monkeys!’ (iv. i. 274). ‘Heaven 
stops tlie nose’ at Desdemona’s impurity (iv. ii. 77). 
Othello in truth behaves like ‘a beggar in his drink’ 
(iv. ii. 120). In all these phrases I would emphasize 
not the sense and dramatic relevance alone, but the 
suggestion — the accumulative effect of ugliness, hell- 
ishness, idiocy, negation. It is a formless, colourless 
essence, insidiously undermining a world of concrete, 
visual, richly-toned forms. That is the lago-spirit 
embattled against the domesticity, the romance, the 
idealized humanity of the Othello-world. Here^ too, 
we find the reason for the extreme contrast of Othello’s 
two styles; one exoiically beautiful, the other blatantly . 
absurd, ugly. There is often no dignity in Othello’s/ 
rage. There is not meant to be. lago would make’ 
discord of the Otliello music. Thus at his first con-' 
quest he filches something of Otliello’s style and uses 

it himself; j 

Not poppy, nor mandragora, 

Nor all the drowsy syrups of the world, ^ 

Shall ever medicine thee to that sweet sleep 
Wliich thou owed’st yesterday. (in. in. 33®) 

To” him Othello’s pride in his life-story and Desde- 
mona’s admiration were ever stupid: 

Mark me with what violence she first loved the Moor, 
but for bragging and telling her fantastical lies: and will 
she love him still for prating.^ (”• »• 
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lago, ‘nothing if not critical’, speaks some truth of 
Otliello’s style — it is ‘fantastical’. As I liavc shown, it 
is somewhat over-decorativc, highly-coloured. The 
dramatic value of this style now appears. In fact, a 
proper understanding of Othello’s style reveals lago’s 
‘motive’ so often questioned. There is somciliing 
sentimental in Othello’s language, in Othello. lago is 
pure cynicism. That lago should scheme — in this 
dramatic symbolism forged in terms of interacting 
persons — to undermine Othello’s faith in himself, his 
wife, and his ‘occupation’, is inevitable. Logically, the 
cynic must oppose the sentimentalist: dramatically, he 
works his ruin by deceit and deception. That Othello/ 
often just misses tragic dignity is the price of his! 
slightly strained emotionalism. Othello loves emotion' 
for its own sake, luxuriates in it, like Richard II. As 
ugly and idiot ravings, disjointed and with no passion- 
ate dignity even, succeed Othello’s swell and Hood of 
poetry, la go’s triumph seems com plete. The honoured 
warrior, ri^i in strength and experience, noble in act 
and repute, lies in a trance, nerveless, paralysed by the 
lago-conception : 

Work on, my medicine, work. (iv. i. 45) 

But lago’s victory is not absolute. During the last 
scene Othello is a nobly tragic figure. His ravings are 
not final: he rises beyond them. He slays Desdemona 
finally, not so much in rage as for ‘the cause’ (v. ii. i). 
He slays her in love. Though Desdemona fails him, 
his love, homeless, ‘perplexed in the e.xtreme’ (v. ii. 
346), endures. He will kill her and ‘love her afrer‘*(v. 
ii. 19). In that last scene, too, he voices tlie grandest of 
his poetry. The lago-spirit never finally envelops him, 
ma sters l»m, dismtegratcsHis so ul. Those gem-like 
miniatures of poetic movement quoted at tlie start of 
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my essay are among Othello’s last words. His vast 
love has, it is true, failed in a domestic world. But now 


symbols ofthe wide beauty orthe universe enrich his 
thoughts; the ‘chaste stars’, the ‘sun and moon’, die 
‘affrighted globe’, the world ‘of one entire and perfect 
chrysolite’ that may not buv a Desde mona’s love. At [ 
^ the end we know that Othello’s fault is sim plic ity^alone.j 
^ He is, indeed, ‘a gull, a doll’ (v. ii. i(53Xrhe loyes'^noM 
wisely but too well’ (y. ii. 344). His simple faith in ^ 
himself endures : and at the end he takes just pride in 
recalling his honourable service. 

In this essay I have attempted to e.xpose the under- 
lying thought of the play. Interpretation here is not 
easy, nor wholly satisfactory. As all within Othello 
— save the lago-theme — is separated, differentiated, 
solidified, so the play itself seems at first to be divorced 
from wider issues, a lone thing of meaningless beauty 
in the Shakespearian universe, solitary, separate, un- 
yielding, and chaste as the moon. It is unapproachable, 
yields itself to no easy mating with our minds. Its 
thought does not readily mesh with our thought. We 
can visualize it, admire its concrete felicities of phrase 
and image, the mosaic of its language, the sculptural 
outline of its effects, the precision and chastity of its 
form. But one cannot be lost in it, subdued to it, en- 
veloped by it, as one is drenclicd and refreshed by the 
elemental cataracts of Lcar\ one cannot be intoxicated 
by it as by the rich wine of Antony and Cleopatra, 
f Othello is essentially outside us, beautiful with a lus- 

' trous, planetary beauty. Yet the lago-concepiion is of 

‘ a different kind from the rest of tlie play. This con- 
ception alone, if no other reason existed, would force 
the necessity of an intellectual interpretation. vThus 
we see the lago-spirit gnawing at the root of all the 
Othello-values, the Othclio-beauties; he eats into the 
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core and lieart of tliis romantic world, worms lus way 
into its solidity, rotting it, poisoning it.) Once this is 
clear, tlie whole play begins to liave meaning. ^On the 
plane of dramatic humanity we see a story of the cynic 
intriguing to ruin the soldier and his lo\ e. \ On tlie 
pfarTe o'F poetic conce^lon, in matters orTechnique, 
f style, personification — there we see a spirit of nega- 
tion, colourless, and undefined, attempting to make 
I chaos of a world of stately, architectural, and ex- 
I quisitely coloured forms. The two styles of Othello’s 
speech illustrate this. Thus the different technique of 
the Othello and lago conceptions is intrinsic teith the 
plot of the play: in them we have the spirit of negation 
se t api nst the spirit of creation. That is^wlTy Tagd~is 
undefined7 devisualizcd, inhuman, in a p!a\- of con- 
summate skill in concrete imagery and vivid human 
delineation. He is a colourle^ and uglv thing in a 
world of colour and harmony. \His failure lies in this: 
in the final scene, at the "moment of his complete 
triumph, Emilia dies for her mistress to the words of 
Desdemona’s willow-song, and the Othello music it- 
self sounds with a nobler cadence, a richer flood of 
harmonies, a more selHess and universalized Highi of 
the imagination tlian before. The beauties of the 
Othello-world arc not finally disintegrated: they make 
‘a swan-Uke ejid, fading in music’.^ 

\ 


George Rylands 

(b. 1902) 

THE EARLY SHAKESPEARIAN MANNER AND 
DEVELOPMENT TO THE MATURE STYLE' 

M orton luce finds tlie Lucrece far inferior to the 
Venus and Adonis. ‘We have less nature, less 
melody, less beauty, less poetry than in the earlier 
poem.’ The answer is that we have more Shakespeare, 
more of the dramatic poet. He himself promises in his 
dedication of the first poem that the second is to be 
‘some graver labour’. 

Ornament in the Venus and Adonis is supplied by 
similes. The bird tangled in the net, the dive-dapper 
peering through a wave, the shooting star, the night- 
wanderer, the snail with tender horn, the nurse’s song, 
seem to belong to a more natural world. The shrill- 
tongued tapsters, the breeding jennet (taken from Du 
Bartas), 

What recketh he his rider’s angry stir, 

His flattering ‘Holla’ or his ‘Stand, I say’.^ 

and poor Wat, the hunted hare, even if academic 
imitations, are free and simple in spirit and style. De- 
lightful and individual is the little cry widi which 
Shakespeare introduces his decoration; 

Lo, here the gentle lark, weary of rest. 

Look when a painter would surpass the life. 

Look, how a bright star shooteth from the sky. 

But lo, from forth a copse that neighbours by. 

Lucrece is dramatic. Shakespeare is striving to realize 
the sensations of the two protagonists. There is a 
* Two chapters from ff’orJs and Poetry (1928). 
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conflict in Tarquin before the rape, similar to that in 
tlie heart of Macbeth: 

But as he is my kinsman, my dear friend, 

Tlic shame and fault finds no excuse or end. 

He’s here in double trust; 

First, as I am his kinsman and his subject; 

and to Brutus’s ‘insurrection in the state of man’: 

Between the acting of a dreadful thing 
And die first motion. 

Again when Tarquin prays that the licavens may 
countenance his sin, he starts reflecting: 

The powers to w hom I pray abhor this fact, 

How can th.ey then assist me in the act.^ 

and he is in the same position as Claudius: 

O what form of prayer 
Can serve my turn ^ 

Dramatically imaginative is the meeting between 
Lucrece and her maid; even more so her misinter- 
pretation of the ‘homely villein’s’ bashful blushes as 
consciousness of her shame. 

In tliis piece poetry gives place to rhetoric, simile 
to metaphor, description to soliloquy, Spenserian im- 
agery to euphuistic, antitlietical conceits. The meta- 
phors are pursued laboriously and at length in a way 
which is very characteristic of Shakespeare’s early 
manner; for altliough Lucrece is more dramatic, die 
plays, especially (and naturally so) die chronicle plays, 
suffer stylistically from their narrative qualities. 

Here the metaphorical idea of an army setting siege 
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to a city, which is found elsewhere in Shakespeare and 
the Elizabethans, for example: 

She will not stay the siege of loving terms 
Nor bide the encounter of assailing eyes 

(^Romeo and Juliet) 

is elaborated over eight stanzas (427-83). Here also 
the familiar conceits upon ‘windy sighs’, ‘the ocean of 
tears beating on the rocky heart’, which are to be 
found even in the final plays. Lucrece^ weighty, prest, 
obstructive, contains most of the material, the super- 
stitions, saws, fables, and unnatural history, out of 
which Henry VI ^ Richard III and //, and Romeo and 
Juliet are composed. 

Nor read the subtle-shining secrecies 
Writ in the glassy margcnts of sucli books. 

{Lucrece) 

And what obscured in this fair volume lies 
Find written in the margent of his eyes. 

{^Romeo and Juliet) 

Mud not the fountain that gave drink to thee. 

{Lucreccy three uses) 

The purest spring is not so free from mud 
As I arn clear from treason to my sovereign. 

(2 Henry VI) 

Roses have thorns and silver fountains mud. 

{Sonnett) 

Thou sheer, immaculate and silver fountain. 

From whence the stream tlirough muddy passages 
Ilatii held his current and defiled himsclt. 

{_RichardU) 

The proverbial instance is elaborated, as often. 

And now this p.alc swan in her watery nest 
Begins the sad dirge of her certain ending. 

(^Lucrece) 
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I am tlie cygnet to this pale faint swan. 

Who chants a doleful hymn to his own deatli. 

(^Ktng Johti) 

The face, that map which deep impression bears 
Of hard misfortune. (^Lucrece) 

I see as in a map the end of all. (^Richard III) 

) In thy face I see 
The map of honour, truth and loyalty. 

(a Henry VI) 

Thus is liis check the map of days outworn. 

(^Sonnets) 

Poor broken glass, I often did behold 

In thy sweet semblance my old age new born. 

(^Lucrece) 

Thou art thy mother’s glass and she in thee 
Calls back the lovely April of her prime. 

(^Sonnets) 

Lucrece has the seeds of the hisior)’ plays — the few 
examples above could be multiplied. The style is 
dense and cumbersome, a cloak worn without grace, 
w’hcreas the style of the tragedies, no less compact and 
closely woven, falls gracefully from the shoulder and 
docs not cramp the movement. 

Movement; there lies the weakness of the early 
plays : there are no gesturesy as it were, and little variety 
of speed. Paradoxes, proverbs, and euphuisms litter 
one’s patli. 

1 Smooth runs the water w’hcre the brook is deep. 

(a Henry VI) 

\ The smallest worm will turn being trodden on. 

(j Henry VI) 
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Seems he a dove? His feathers are but borrowed, 
For he’s disposed as is the hateful raven. 

Is he a Iamb? His skin is surely lent him, 

For lie’s inclined as is tlie ravenous wolf. 

(a Henry Vf) 

Or as tlie snake rolled in the flowering bank. 

(a Henry VI) 

Even in Romeo and Juliet the diction sometimes im- 
pedes the pace: 

O serpent heart hid with a flowering face, 

Did ever dragon keep so fair a cave? 
Dove-feathered raven! V^’olfish-ravening lamb! 

All the animals in and out of Aesop and Pliny are 
herded together with tlie heroes of Greece and Rome. 
The similes are careful and lengthy. Here are two 
from Henry VJ Pt. 3; 

Look, as I blow this feather from my face. 

And as the air blows it to me again, 

Obeying with my wind wlien I do blow, 

And yielding to anotlter when it blows, 

Commanded always by the greater gust: 

Such is the lightness of you common men. 

Why then I do but dream on sovereignty; 

Like one that stands upon a promontory, 

And spies a far-ofl' shore where he would tread, 
Wishing his feet were equal with his eye, 

And chides tlie sea that sunders lum from hence, 
Saying, he’ll lade it dry to have his way. 

These are straightforward, excellent in their way; but 
it is tile narrative, not the dramatic way, the way of 
Sohrab and Rustum. There is a natural pause at the 
end of each line and the lines are piled one upon the 
other. This form of versification which is so common 
in all his work previous to 1600 is the versification of 
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poetry which is to be read, not spoken. It is the versi- 
fication of Spenser, of V^cnus and Adonis and Lucrece^ 
and it was some lime before Sliakespeare grew out of 
it. For one thing, it jingles prettily, for another, it 
lielps to increase the speed. The actor can take the 
lines at a run. We will take an example from each play. 

The time ^ as once when thou unurged wouldst vow 
That never words were music to thine ear. 

That never object pleasing in thine eye. 

That never touch well welcome to thine hand, 

Tliat never meat sweet-savoured In thy taste. 

Unless I spake or look'd or touch’d or carved to thee. 

{Comedy oj Errors) 

His words are bonds, his oaths are oracles, 

H is love sincere, his thoughts immaculate. 

His tears pure messengers sent from his heart. 

His heart as far from fraud as heaven from cartlt. 

(7'uo Centlcnien) 

So many hours must I tend my flock; 

So many hours must I take my rest; 

So many hours must I contemplate; 

So many hours must I sport myself; 

So many days my ewes have been with young; 

So many weeks ere the poor fools will can; 

So many years ere I sh.al! shear the fleece. 

(j Henry VI) 

O, who can hold a fire in his hand 
By thinking on the frosty Caucasus.^ 

Or cloy the hungry edge of appetite 
By bare imagination of a feast? 

Or w’allow naked in December snow 
By thinking on fantastic summer’s heat? 

{Richard H) 

Our instruments to melancholy bells. 

Our wedding cheer to a sad burial feast. 

Our solemn hymns to sullen dirges change, 
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Our bridal flowers serve for a buried corse. 

And all tilings change them to the contrary. 

(^Romeo and JuVut) 

You, Lord Archbishop, 

W hose see is by a civil peace maintained, 

W hose beard the silver hand of peace hath touched, 
W’liose learning and good letters peace hath tutored, 
\^’}iosc while investments figure innocence. . . . 

(a Henry 

If ever you have look’d on better days, 

If ever been where bells have knoll’d to church, 

If ever sat at any good man’s feast. 

If ever from your eyelids w’lp’d a tear 
And know W'hat ’tis to pity and be pitied. 

Let gentleness my strong enforcement be. 

Vou Like It) 

Tliis might best be called stanza movement. The 
Shakespearian sonnet (e.g. lxvi) is similar, but on a 
rather larger scale. Out of numerous examples in 
Lucrcccy I quote one: 

Let him have time to tear his curled hair, 

Let him have time against himself to rave, 

Let him have time of Time’s help to despair. 

Let him have time to live a loathed slave. 

Let him have time a beggar’s orts to crave; C981) 

and one from Spenser; 

I hate to speak, my voice is spent with crj’ing, 

I hate to hear, loud plaints have dulled my ears, 

I hate to taste, for food witliholds my dying, 

I hate to see, mine eyes are dimmed w'ith tears, 

I hate to smell, no sw-eet on earth is left, 

I hate to feel, my flesh is numb’d with fears; 

So all my senses from me are bereft. {Daphnaidd) 

The movement is not uncommon in otlier plays of the 
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time, in Greene and Kyd. A subtle usage occurs in 
Arden of Feversham. 

Wilt tliou not look? Is all thy love o’erw-liclmed ? 
Wilt thou not licar? W'hat malice slops thine cars? 
Why speak’st thou not ? What silence ties thy tongue ? 
Thou hast been sighted as the eagle is. 

And heard as quickly as the fearful hare. 

And spoke as smoothly as an orator, 

When I have bid thee hear or see or speak; 

And art thou sensible in none of these? 

The accumulation and the management of the pauses 
are skilful. The speed rises and then comes to rest. 
Marlowe’s verse climbs the same staircase, but he 
never jingles, not even in the Zenocrate refrain: there 
is less repetition. One foot is always planted firmly 
upon the ne.Kt stair — they succeed each other. Shake- 
speare in the quotations above seems to draw himself 
up one foot at a time. 

In close combination with this metliod of laying 
line upon line, we may take the Shakespearian habit of 
accumulating words, a rhetorical device which also 
increases the speed. It survives in a modified form 
even in his final style. In Venus and Adonis: 

Were I hard-featured, foul, or wrinkled-old, 
Ill-nurtured, crooked, churlish, harsh in voice, 
O’erwom, despised, rheumatic and cold. 
Thick-sighted, barren, lean, and lacking juice. 

Then might’st thou pause . . . 

In Love s Labour's Lost: 

This wimpled, whining, purblind, wayward boy. 
This senior-junior, giant-dwarf, Dan Cupid; 

Regent of love-rhymes, lord of folded arms, 

The anointed sovereign of sighs and groans, 

Liege of all loiterers and malcontents. 

Dread prince of plackets, king of codpieces. 
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Sole imperator and great general 
Of trotting ’paritors. 

Re gent y lord, sovereign, liege, prince, king, imperator, 
general-, this is the ‘dictionary method’ of Burton. 
John of Gaunt’s England speech, Othello’s ‘Farewell, 
the plumed troop’, Macbeth’s ‘Innocent sleep . . .’ 
provide other examples among many. The device is 
worth noticing, as one reads, for two reasons: first, 
because i t tended to break down end-stopping; secondly, 
because, like scales and five-finger exercises, as it were, 
it makes the vocabulary richer and more flexible. 

This practice is characteristic of Shakespeare’s style; 
it contributed to his development. But it is not the 
cause of the complete although gradual change be- 
tween his two styles. The child is father of the man, 
the first brought forth tlie second; but there comes a 
vear when the gulf between the two seems a wide one. 
That year was roughly 1600. It marks a change in 
Shakespeare and in Elizabethan poetic diction. How 
did the change in his style come about What was the 
reason of it } I have never found that critics answered 
these questions. 

Tlierc arc, on my own reading, two reasons: 

1. A reaction against the diction and versification of 
the day, which led to the study of prose. 

2. Character and dramatic realism breaking through 
fashions and conventions. 

The two go hand in hand, for the study of character 
occasioned, if it did not cause, the reaction. 

Language is the subject of Love's Labour's Lost. 
Shakespeare is still half-enchanted by the golden net 
in which he is entangled. Armado, with his fire-new 
words and congruent epithetons; Boyct, honey- 
tongued, wit’s pedlar; Berowne, conceit’s expositor, 
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represent three degrees of the courtly and the fan- 
tastical. Tlie play jangles with puns and parodies, 
showing a nimble, critical, satirical spirit. (I can add 
little to Pater’s Appreciation.') A remark of Holofernes 
deserves attention : 

Ovidius Naso was the man; and why indeed, Naso, 
but for smelling out the odoriferous flowers of fancy, the 
jerks of invention } /niitari is nothing; so doth ilic liound 
his master, the ape his keeper, the ’tired horse his rider. 

The odoriferous flowers soon witliered. Shakespeare 
W'as never as seduced by Ovid as were the university 
wits. 

The play also gives the reaction against verbal 
fashions and imitations to ‘russet yeas and kersey noes*. 

Herowne. My love to thee is sound sans crack or flaw. 
Rosalind. Sans ‘sans’, I pniy you. 

Berowne. Yet I have a trick 

Of the old rage; bear with me, I am sick; 

I’ll leave it by degrees. 

And Shakespeare did. The dramatic reality of Ber- 
owne and the tragic situation tumble over the card 
house. ‘Honest plain W'ords best suit the ear of grief.’ 

There are plenty of other instances of Shakespeare 
tilting at the diction of the day. Take Demetrius: 

O, Helen, goddess, nymph, perfect, divine; 

To what, my love, shall I compare thine eync.^ 
Crj'stal is muddy. O, how ripe in show 
Thy lips, those kissing cherries, tempting grow; 

This pure congealed white, higit Taurus’ snow, 
Fann’d witli the eastern wind turns to a crow, 

When thou holdst up thine hand. 

It is wTitten witli the tongue in the cheek, an amusing 
parody. 

Twelfth Night has many little touches; the clown’s 
— ‘Oh I this age. A sentence is but a cheveril glove to 
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a good wic; how quickly the wrong side may be turned 
outward’, and ‘words are grown so false, I am loadi to 
prove reason with them’, and ‘I might say “element”, 
but the word is overworn’, and ‘Vent my folly! He 
has heard that word of some great man, and now 
applies it to a fool. I prithee now ungird thy strange- 
ness and tell me what I shall vent to my lady’; or Sir 
Andrew’s admiration for Viola’s ‘Jerks of invention’. 
‘Odours, pregnant, and vouchsafed. I’ll get ’em all 
three ready.’ Or take the musicians in Romeo and 
Juliet scratching their heads over ‘music with her 
silver sound’, or Speed, ‘your old vice still; mistake 
the word’. 

Everywhere one remarks this awareness and sensi- 
bility to words and with it an increasing feeling of 
reaction from the artificial and the pretty. Crystal, 
cherries, the lily and rose, tears of pearl, the buds of 
youth, and other similar conceits cease, with a few 
exceptions to be considered elsewhere, in the later 
plays. 

The reaction against rhetoric and bombast is too 
obvious to be dwelt on. The parody put in the moutli 
of ancient Pistol takes a more passionate note in 
Hamlet’s denunciation of the players. Every tongue 
had caught the trick of Marlowe and Kyd. Their 
blank verse had taken the town by storm, just as Poems 
and Ballads took the undergraduates and set them 
marching and chanting up and down King’s Parade. 
Shakespeare turned to prose; 

Orlando. Good day, and happiness, dear Rosalind. 

Ja<jues. Nay, then, God be wi’ you, an you talk in 
blank verse. (.Bxii) 

Character, or rather a particular character, is inter- 
fering. Beside Berowne place Richard III, Hotspur, 
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the Bastard. They all speak with the same accent; they 
are all realistic, commonsensical, prosaic, energetic 
figures. They take the verse into their own hands and 
break down the barriers of diction. Gloucester gives 
tlie point of view of them all. 

Because I cannot flatter and speak fair, 

Stnile in men’s faces, smooth, deceive, and cog. 
Duck with French nods and apish courtesy, 

I must be held a rancorous enemy. 

Cannot a plain man live and think no harm. 

But thus his simple truth must be abused 
By silken, sly, insinu.iting Jacks.^ 

Or take Faulconbridge’s ridicule of tl'.c citizen of 
Angiers: 

Here’s a large mouth indeed. 

That spits forth death and mountains, rocks and seas, 
Talks as familiarly of roaring lions 
As maids of thirteen do of puppy-dogs. . . . 

’Zounds, I was never so bethumped with w'ords 
Since I first called my brother’s father dad; 

and of the Dauphin’s Pctrarclian conceits; 

Drawn in the flattering tablet of her eye! 

Hang’s in the frowning w'rinkle of her brow! 

And quarter’d in her heart, he doth espy 
Himself love’s traitor: this is pity now. 

That hang’d and drawn and quarter’d, there should be 
In such a love so vile a lout ns he. 

One regrets that he was not present instead of Hubert to 
counter Arthur’s frigid fancies over tlic burning coal. 

Take Hotspur’s account of the lord ‘perfumed like 
a milliner’; 

he made me mad 

To see him shine so brisk and smell so sweet 
And talk so like a waiting-gentlewoman 
Of guns and drums and wounds; 
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or his trouncing of Glendower: 

I fiad rather be a kitten and cry mew 

Than one of these same metre ballad-mongers; 

I had rather hear a brazen canstick turned, 

Or a dry wheel grate on the axle tree; 

And what would set my teeth nothing on edge. 
Nothing so much as mincing poetry: 

*Tis like the forc’d gait of a shuffling nag; 

or last with Lady Percy; 

Not yours, in good sooth. Heart, you swear like a comfit- 
maker’s wife. Not you, ‘in good sooth’, and ‘as true as I 
live’, and ‘as God shall mend me’, and ‘as sure as day’. 
And giv’st such sarcenet surety for thy oaths. 

As if thou never walk’dst further than Finsbury. 
Swear me, Kate, like a lady as thou art, 

A good mouth-filling oath; and leave ‘in sooth’, 
And such protest of pepper-gingerbread, 

To velvet-guards and Sunday-citizens. 

All these passages have critical significance. I do not 
fall into the snare of identifying Shakespeare with his 
dramatis personae and making his views theirs; but 
these voices demanded a new medium, verse which 
will allow colloquial empliases and prose order, or else 
prose itself, the prose which Hamlet and Edmund and 
lago were to speak. Dramatic effect must war with 
poetic decoration. In the early plays it is the characters 
who are really alive that mould and modify the verse. 
Thus the nurse in Romeo and Juliet in the famous 
speech (Act 1, Sc. iii) with its repetitions, parentheses 
and oratio recta, breaks up the rhythms: 

I never should forget it; ‘Wilt thou not, Julc', quoth he; 

and her 

And a good lady, and a wise, and virtuous, 
and Capulet’s rebukes of Tybalt. In the Midsummer 
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Night's Dream the vitality of the dialogue begins to 
get tlie better not only of metre but even of rhyme. 
Repetition again is a useful instrument of rcalism. 

Shc, sweet lady, dotes. 

Devoutly dotes, dotes to idolatry. 

Upon this spotted and inconstant man. 

Am I not Hermia? Are not you Lysandcr? 

Is’t not enough, is’t not enough, young man. 

That I did never, no, nor never can. 

Deserve a sweet look from Demetrius’ eye. 

But you must flout my insufliciency ? 

Good troth you do me wrong, good sooth you do. 

In such disdainful manner me to woo. 

Tlie transitional period begins with The Merchant of 
Venice The clowns, old Gobbo and Launceloi, 

speak prose; that is notliing new. Portia and Nerissa 
have a light prose scene, where Julia and Lucetia liad 
been hampered by verse. It is, however, antithetical, 
euphuistic prose: ‘The brain may devise laws for the 
blood, but a hot temper leaps o’er a cold decree; such 
a hare is madness the youth, to skip o’er tlie meshes of 
good counsel the cripple.’ This is of the same order as 
Hotspur’s ‘I tell you, my lord fool, out of this nettle, 
danger, we pluck the flower, safety’. Sebastian in 
Twelfth Night is another who ‘speaks holiday’— ‘My 
determinate voyage is mere extravagancy’. The style 
is excellently parodied by Falstaff. But tlie significant 
fact is tliat Shylock speaks prose, and lie is of tragic 
dimensions. He speaks prose, not all the way through, 
certainly, but at his best moment (Act iii. Sc. i). It is 
mannered prose, as Shakespearian prose always is, 
antitlietical, cumulative in effect, like the verse pas- 
sages already noted : but it is passionate. Above all, for 
the moment character has banished verse, drama has 
banished poetry. 
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\t'hat follows? Henry Henry P', Muck Ado, 
As You Like It. Every one is speaking prose, court 
prose or comic prose, and Shakespeare is mocking 
blank verse or transposing the chronicles. The charac- 
ters are taking the words into their own hands. Fal- 
stafT, Quickly, Shallow, Caius, Mine Host, Beatrice 
and Benedict, Flucllen, Rosalind, all are alive and 
speaking prose, both light and serious, while Hotspur 
rattles his metrical fetters. 

In The Merchant of Venice also Shakespeare rides 
his verse with ease over flat country. That is to say lie 
runs on in a natural colloquial way; for instance, 
Portia’s speech, ‘It is enacted in the laws of Venice’ 
(Act IV, Sc. i). Inversion is comparatively rare, orna- 
ment has been pruned away, and for a short period 
Shakespeare’s verse is less mannered than his prose. 
Jaques is colloquial in verse. 

The new style was beginning, packed with matter, 
a style that could gallop at a touch, with freer rhythms 
and higher emotional pressure. We shall find the first 
hint of it in the second part of Henry IV . 

O God, that one might read the book of fate, 

And see the revolution of the times 
Make mountains level, and die continent — 

Weary of solid firmness — melt itself 

Into tlie sea! And, other times, to see 

The beachy girdle of the ocean ■\ 

Too wide for Neptune’s hips; how chances mock, 

And changes fill the cup of alteration 
With divers liquors! O, if this were seen. 

The happiest youth, viewing his progress througli, 
\%'l)at perils past, what crosses to ensue. 

Would shut the book and sit him down and die. 

‘Tis not ten vears gone 

Since Richard and Northumberland, great friends . . . 
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That is the accent of Hamlet. We have the pauses and 
parentheses and exclamations, tlie changes of construc- 
tion, the broken and shortened lines of the tragedies. 
The study of dramatic prose made Shakespeare master of 
dramatic verse. 

After King Henry’s speech above, comes War- 
wick’s; 

There is a history in all men’s lives I 

Figuring the nature of the times deceased . [ . 

which is a pair to Brutus’s: 

There is a tide in the affairs of men 
Which taken at the flood leads on to fortune. 

This one might call the Greek Chorus manner, 
many examples of it in the chronicle plays gave place 
to the soliloquies of the tragedies. It is weighty and 
controlled, something between the poetic and the 
dramatic, tending very often towards the rhetorical. 
Pater, speaking of the opening lines of Love's Labour *s 
Lost^ notes the ‘monumental’ manner of the Sonnets^ 
and it is in passages in this manner that the earlier 
Shakespeare excels. Time is not rarely the subject, 
and tlie model, Ovid, 

Jamque opus exegi, quod nec Jovis ira, nec ignis, 
Nec poterit ferrum, nec edax abolere vetustas. 

;'nd the ‘Exegi monumentum’ of Horace. Lucrece has 
jne stanzas and tliere are similar lines in the Sonnets. 

Time’s tliievish progress to eternity. (^Sonnets') 

Thou ceaseless lackey to eternity. (^Lucrece') 

Let fame that all hunt after in their lives 
Live registered upon our brazen tombs. 

And then grace us in the disgrace of death; 

When spite of cormorant devouring Time, 
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The endeavour of tliis present breath may buy 
The honour which shall bate his scythe’s keen edge, 
And make us heirs of all eternity. 

{Love's Labour's Lost) 

When I have seen by Time’s fell hand defaced 
The rich proud cost of outworn buned age; 

When sometimes lofty towers I see down-razd 
And brass eternal slave to mortal rage. {Sonnets) 

To ruinate proud buildings with thine hours 
And smear witlt dust their glittering golden towers. 

{Lucrece) 


I « 

V 


WTien Sliakespeare approaches the sublime before 
1600, it is in this serious, classical, monumental way. 
But although eminently suitable for reflection, it is not 
fast or flexible enough for soliloquy. Even when 
raised to its highest emotional power, it is not dramatic. 
Lucrece, Constance, Faulconbridge, Berowne rat/ cn 
death and time and women and commodity, but 1 
they move us, it is by rhetoric. In the soliloquies ol 
Hamlet and Othello and Macbeth lies the conflict ot 

passion and reason. They do not rail. 

This style is the first which Shakespeare perfected. 
It is as weighty as Jonson but more golden. It sur- 
vives in its final and most successful form m Julius 
Caesar, in Measure for Measure, in the great speech o 
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